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Patchwork Memories:
A Mother-Daughter Memoir
By Maggie Gordon

To Mom.
My Everything.

An Introduction
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I didn’t cry at the funeral. Instead I stood at the lectern, keeping
my voice steady as I told everyone, “At a time like this, it is hard to
think of what to say about a woman like my mother, someone who was
everything to me.” I promised to talk about the good things she taught
me instead of the emotions of losing my mom.
But just because I didn’t cry and was sure to put on my “big
girl” face does not mean I was without emotions. And it certainly doesn’t
mean my emotions weren’t drowning me like angry hands in a swimming
pool, trying desperately to hold me under. Acting strong and tough could
only last so long. I couldn’t lie to myself for the rest of my life.
After all, I’m only a senior in college; I have a lot of life ahead
of me. Losing my mom at the very beginning of my last year at Syracuse
University, while having promised her I would not take a semester off —
no matter what — is the single hardest thing I have ever experienced. Six
months later I see that a girl like me, one who always strives to be flawless,
fearless, and in control, had two options: I could continue pretending I
was okay, or I could acknowledge the haunting feeling of emptiness in
the dark cavity beneath my rib cage where my heart once beat.
I didn’t want to be a burden to my father, who had just lost the
love of his life, or to my older sister, who had herself to worry about. I
didn’t want my friends to worry or think they needed to take care of me.
So I sought solace where I’ve always found it: my pen.
Seniors at Syracuse University attempting to graduate from the
honors program have to complete a senior capstone project: the dreaded
thesis. Being an avid procrastinator, I still had not filed my proposal as
of this October, eleven months after its due date. So as I pondered which
topic I could possibly pour my heart, mind, and soul into for six whole
months, I felt a hint of warmth. Perhaps it was a beam of light passed
onto me from my mother, or maybe it was the proverbial light bulb
floating over my head. Either way I knew which project I was destined
to complete: a mother-daughter relational memoir.
I didn’t know how to write it; I couldn’t decide where to begin,
where to end, or what to say in between. Instead of writing a linear story,
starting at one point in time and moving forward chronologically, my
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advisor and I came up with the idea of writing the story as though I was
making a quilt. I began working on several short stories, which had the
ability to stand by themselves. Only when these stories were finished
would I decide how to weave them into a pattern.
Some quilts look best when they are arranged in an orderly
fashion; others gain character from being an eclectic mix of pieces that
complement each other in surprising and fresh ways. I didn’t know
which kind of quilt this would be.
I did know that this piece of embroidery would serve the same
purpose as thousands of family quilts strewn about the country. It would
tell the story of a mother and daughter, and I know when it is finally
finished, I will perch a copy of this project at the very top of my Hope
Chest — a place usually occupied by actual quilts.
The quilt metaphor in itself has impacted the way I’ve been
writing the story, and the way I feel about its existence. Quilts, after all,
can be safety blankets, family heirlooms, and pieces of love that keep you
warm at night. That’s what this story is to me. While there are times
when I sit in front of a blank computer screen, wondering if I can bear to
write about the moments toward the end that broke my soul, there are
other times that I sit at my favorite window seat in the library smiling
as I write about my mom’s flashy pink nail polish or her favorite black
shorts.
My thesis has offered me an outlet to provide myself with my
own special therapy. I am able to delve into the moments that made
me laugh, smile, and cry with my mother, and in my mind as I type, I
am having a conversation with her, both of us collectively remembering.
And for that moment it’s as though my mother is alive again, right in
front of me, breathing the words that creep across my laptop screen, her
heart pounding to the rhythm of my fingers dancing over the keyboard.
Through this project, I have begun being more honest with
myself. Emotions I cannot admit to out loud somehow appear in my
vignettes. Blue tears are scattered throughout the quilt, along with black
holes, and warm pink hugs. While I have never had to admit to my
friends out loud that I miss her too much to breathe some mornings, and
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that I find myself silently hating her for her absence when I feel I need
her, I am able to acknowledge these emotions in my writing. They creep
through my fingertips, suddenly appearing in my story.
This book, like a quilt, is a story of love. It’s not made out of
old baby clothes, or carefully cut and sewn patterns appliquéd with the
hands of a knowledgeable seamstress, but it holds the same amount of
meaning. It is a family heirloom in the making. This narrative quilt is
something with an intense amount of meaning to me.
It is, in itself, a piece of history, just like the quilts that get passed
down through their family lines. It helps me fall asleep at night, and
brings warmth and light into my life during the moments when I need
those feelings more desperately than ever.
While the pieces are not perfectly cut squares, and there are
parts where the memories fade, leaving frayed edges, this quilting project
is the warmest, softest, and most loving safety blanket I could have ever
asked for.
It’s a piece of honesty, and a piece of therapy. It’s a safe place I
can cuddle into when it’s gray and gloomy outside. More than anything,
this quilt is my savior.
Sometimes as I sit on the fifth floor of the library writing, I think
back to the days just before my mother’s passing. The one memory that
stands out is the day my friend Ryan came to visit me at home, and the
way his eyes teared up when I told him, “The thing that hurts the most
is that there’s only one thing I’ve ever wanted to give her. My whole life,
I’ve wanted to see my mother open a copy of a book I wrote and read the
dedication page: To Mom. My Everything.”
Ryan looked at me from across a rust-colored picnic table as he
promised me she would someday read that dedication page. “She’ll see
it,” I remember him saying.
She might not be here to sit on our couch as I witness her open
the binding, but there will be a dedication page, and it will say To Mom.
My Everything. And I know she will know it’s there, and I will have finally
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been able to give her the only thing I ever wanted her to have — every
tiny piece of my soul, dedicated to her blue eyes and loving smile.

A Letter
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Dear Mom,
I wish I could string together just one sentence worth of words,
shining like a strand of pearls, to let you know just how much I miss you
today. It’s gray outside as I look through the fifth-floor window of the
library, and I feel a bit chilly in my favorite black dress, the one with the
polka dots you always liked so much.
There’s no special reason for me to miss you today, nor is there
one for wearing this dress. Today is just another day, the 138th day I have
lived since I lost you, and though the pain of your absence grows duller,
it still boils inside me.
I cried the other day when I thought no one was looking, tears
I wished would absolve my sins and bring you back to me for just one
moment. I needed a mother as I sat, writhing in pain after having my
wisdom teeth extracted. Everyone tried their best to take care of me,
including Mrs. Bunzey, who took care of you after having your own
wisdom teeth pulled. But I knew as I lay on the couch that I wanted my
mommy to take care of me just as much as you had wanted yours.
The truth is, I want my mommy at least once a day.
I want you here when I get a bad grade on a paper, perhaps even
more than when I do well. I want to hear your voice on the other end of
the phone at nine o’clock on a Tuesday night, a routine I depended on
for three years. I want you to tell me how many aspirin to take when my
head hurts, and to remind me which kinds of medicine make me sick. I
want to tell you when I get a job interview, or ask you if I’m crazy for
wanting to move to Alaska.
I want to eat macaroni and cheese with you, sitting to your left
at the kitchen table as I spill the noodles on the blue and white checked
tablecloth, like I always do. I want to hear the lisp you begin talking with
when you think too seriously about a topic, and annoy me with your
over-analysis. I want to hear you scold me for drinking too much caffeine,
chugging soda before noon, or downing a coffee before bedtime.
I want to hear you talk about the stupid, funny thing Dad did
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today, and how many stitches or weeks it will take for him to heal. I want
to lay down on the blue couch and steal a cookie from your pile while we
laugh at David Letterman’s monologue and make fun of his hair. I want
to wake up in the morning to find a just-because card in the mail with a
twenty-dollar bill inside.
I want to know that if I called you on the phone, I would be able
to hear your raspy voice on the other end. I don’t need to call you, Mom,
I just wish I could.
But the truth is that all the wishing and wanting in the world
can’t bring you back to me. And while I can call Dad or Sarah when I
have a headache, and rely on Auntie M to make me soup when my teeth
hurt too much to chew, it’s just not the same.
You’re gone. There’s nothing I can do about it now. Being sad
or feeling sorry for myself won’t change anything, and neither will being
mad at you for leaving me. 138 days have gone by, and another infinite
amount will pass before we are finally reunited. I just hope that I can
remember what it feels like to eat cookies, laugh, and smile with you until
that day happens.
I hope you never leave my heart.
Love,
Margaret

Last Words
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The nurse was scrambling around Mom’s hospital bed, set
up in the location of Mom and Dad’s normal bed, which had been
disassembled and stored in Sarah’s room for the time being. She was
tucking blankets around Mom, asking her questions and making sure
she was comfortable. Mom, stubborn as she was, was giving one-word
answers.
Yes, she did have breakfast. Yes, she did go to the bathroom
earlier. Yes, she had water a couple moments ago. No, the temperature
was fine. Yes, the view out her window was beautiful.
Mom wasn’t giving the nurse much to go off, but she kept trying
anyway. I could almost see the thought process go through her mind as
the nurse fiddled with the controls on the bed, making sure Mom was
positioned as comfortably as possible. The daughter, she was thinking,
Say something about her daughter. That’s sure to get her to talk.
“It’s nice of your daughter to be here today,” the nurse said.
Mom nodded. “That’s my Margie,” she said, referring to me
by a nickname that made my skin crawl from the time I was five until
the day my mother died. Now as I hear the shortened version of my real
name I can’t help but smile, and think of my Mom, and this day. The
name is filled with love in my mind now.
“Margie?” the nurse asked.
I laughed, and explained that no one really called me Margie
any more; not since I found the vocal chords to express my disdain for
the pet name. Instead, I told her to call me Maggie, a name my parents
never used, but the one I had claimed as my own upon my arrival at
college.
The nurse smiled, looked at my mother again, and said, “Well,
your daughter must love you very much.”
“Margie is my favoritest girl in the whole world,” Mom said,
looking straight at the nurse.
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It was the first whole sentence I had heard Mom say all day,
since I woke up that morning on the cold, bare, hardwood floor beside
her bed to help her get to the bathroom. I almost couldn’t believe my
ears when I heard her say it, and I felt hot tears sting my cheeks as I
looked at her, lying in the bed, looking at the nurse. It was quite clear
to me that Mom had absolutely no idea I was in the room, and I was not
even sure she recognized the nurse.
“She’s a writer,” my Mom continued. “She’s an amazing writer.
She writes books, you know.”
The nurse looked at her and nodded, urging Mom to continue
through her silence. Mom kept her eyes glued to the nurse, and I kept
my eyes glued to her.
Margie.”

“She’s such a good girl,” Mom said. “She’s the best. I love my
Those were the last words I ever heard my mother say.

The nurse left after another half an hour, and Aunt Muriel
showed up to relieve me from my shift. It was a Monday afternoon and
I had to be back to school that evening to prepare for a twelve-hour day
of classes on Tuesday, beginning at eight in the morning.
I made my way downstairs when Aunt Muriel arrived, and took
a couple moments to talk with her before I left. I had realized a couple
days earlier, when I began to accept the fact that my mother’s time was
shorter than I had ever anticipated, that Aunt Muriel would be the closest
thing I would have to a mother figure when Mom passed . Auntie M is
what I’d called her since I was a little girl, and for some reason, while
Sarah had outgrown it years ago, I still clung to that nickname, always
referring to her as my Auntie M.
While she never had any children of her own, I always felt she
was the second in line to nurture me, even through the first decade of my
life when she lived hundreds of miles from us. On this day, she proved
me right yet again.
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We stood in the kitchen, where she was drinking from a bottle of
flavored water and I was clutching my overnight bag, preparing for the
journey back to Syracuse for my Tuesday classes and meetings, planning
to return home the following night for another twenty-four-hour stint at
144 Beebe Road. I sighed, not looking forward to the dreary, often tearfilled ride back to Syracuse, where I would hopefully find just enough
time to get a good night’s rest for the first time since that summer.
At the sound of my sigh, Auntie M asked the dreaded question,
“How are you holding up?”
I couldn’t pretend with her. I knew she would see right through
it, and know I was simply pretending to be strong because I thought
it was what people expected from me. Instead, I finally vocalized the
thought that had been tearing my soul apart since my mother took her
fall on the first of September.
“Is it wrong if I just want it to happen?” I asked my aunt through
my sobs. The sound of these words emerging from my mouth made
me feel less than human, as though I was wishing my mother’s death
upon her. But at the same time, I couldn’t keep this thought inside any
longer. It was burning through my heart and my body like a piece of
paper caught by the wick of a candle. If I didn’t finally let it out, I felt for
sure that my entire body would burn up, leaving nothing but a pile of ash
on the kitchen floor for my dear aunt to sweep away.
She grabbed me, and for a moment I didn’t even realize I was
four inches taller than her; I felt like a little girl in her arms, not the
twenty-one-year-old woman I had become over the years.
“No,” she promised me through the giant tears her own eyes
had begun to let loose. “Not at all. We all want it.”
“I just don’t want her to feel any more pain,” I said through
gasps for air as I tightened my grip around my aunt’s petite frame. “She
doesn’t deserve it.”
“None of us do,” she said. “And we all know she doesn’t
deserve it.”
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“Does that mean there’s something wrong with me?” I asked. “I
just want her to go.”
“No,” my aunt promised me, as she smoothed my hair against
my head with the palm of her hand. “That’s not wrong. That’s the
human thing to think. It’s the humane thing to think.”
I allowed myself to cry into her shoulder like a child for another
moment before snapping back to reality, and the standards of public
emotion I hold myself to. I pulled back, wiped my eyes, and told my
aunt it was time for me to go.
I was in control again, or at least that’s the show I was putting
on for Auntie M. It was the show I had been putting on for Mom for
weeks, the show my father had begun to accept as a reality, and the show
that led my sister to question whether I was a cold soul at the age of
twenty-one. It was a show I wrote, produced, and directed, one I knew
like the back of my hand.
I sniffled, placed a card for Mom on the counter — a card she
would never have the chance to read, one that simply told her that I loved
her more than the moon and the stars in the sky, and that I would be with
her always, just as I knew she would be with me always — and promised
to call Auntie M when I got back to Syracuse.
With that I was on my way. I took a right turn out of our
driveway, heading north toward the Thruway for the two-hour journey
that had become an almost-daily routine for me over the last couple
weeks. My eyes battled with me the whole way, and there were moments
I contemplated pulling over, but I kept driving, getting as far away from
that house that was becoming less of a home by the second as I possibly
could.
I called Auntie M when I reached my Thruway exit, and turned
onto the local highways, bringing me toward the street I was learning to
call home. “I’m here,” I told her.
“Good,” she said, maternally. “Thanks for calling.”
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“No problem,” I replied. “How’s Mom doing?”
“I think she’s doing pretty well,” she said with a chuckle. “When
I first came upstairs she was laughing at me. She looked me right in the
eye and said, ‘I’m retired and you’re not,’ and then she just laughed.”
I laughed a little. “That bitch,” I teased.
I was happy to hear that Mom was still making fun of people,
joking, and laughing. Those moments were few and far between during
the days toward the end. Just the fact that she recognized us was a small
miracle, and a couple small miracles a day was the only thing that kept
me going.
If someone had asked me what I thought Mom’s last words
would be, I would have guessed “good bye,” or “I love you,” but I think
it was even more fitting that this joke was the last thing that ever left her
lips. By the time Sarah got home a couple hours later, our mother had
permanently slipped out of consciousness.

Every Word
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Cleaning our living room could take me fifteen minutes or an
entire day, depending on my motivation. If I was trying to get the chore
out of the way during the process of cleaning the house for Mom, and
collecting twenty-five dollars, I would skate through in about a quarter
of an hour. If I was trying to tidy up and make sense of the space to give
Mom and Dad something pleasant to come home to, I could be in there
all day.
One day during winter break in my junior year of college, I
decided to neaten up just to make things easier for Mom. I had been
home for a couple weeks at that point, and was enjoying a month-long
vacation during which, for the first time since my sixteenth birthday, I
did not work. Though I felt a bit guilty about being a lazy daughter
around the house, both my parents told me they were happy about my
relaxation, and encouraged me to take the time to rest and allow my body
to recuperate after a hectic semester.
I sluggishly made my way downstairs after sleeping in until
about noon that day. After a half an hour in the kitchen preparing and
eating breakfast, I went into the living room.
The table at the base of our staircase, usually the landing place
for magazines and catalogues, had heaps of periodicals strewn about
its wood surface, and was begging for organization. So was the shelf
beneath our coffee table, which was currently housing my unabridged
dictionary as well as several other artifacts.
I went back to my room to bring my computer downstairs to
play music on as I cleaned these surfaces. Progressive Farmer; Want Ad
Digest; Cabelo’s Fall Catalogue; Campmor Catalogue; L.L. Bean Catalogue;
piece after piece was tossed in the trash bin, until I got toward the bottom
of the pile. Here I found the important publications — the ones Mom had
been hoarding away. There was a Newsweek with a center spread about
college admission, a field Mom became a quick expert in while Sarah and
I were applying to schools a couple years before. Other specific issues of
several magazines were tucked at the bottom of the stack, kept for future
reference, to show to a friend or one of her daughters, or to peek back into
for a laugh on a rainy afternoon.
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Beneath these carefully hidden publications, I found another
stack. The Bulldog Barker, The Legacy, The Altamont Enterprise. and The
Student Voice. Mom had kept them all. The Barker was my high school
newspaper, where I served as editor-in-chief during my junior year; The
Legacy was the newspaper my high school internship class produced,
where I also served as editor-in-chief. The Altamont Enterprise was my
first “real” internship, and I wrote more than twenty articles for the
weekly paper during the summer after my freshman year of college.
Then there was The Student Voice, the latest addition to my portfolio,
where I had served as a writer, an opinions editor, and was about to
begin my year-long tenure as the managing editor.
She had them all. Every piece of writing I had ever published
was sitting there, read through at least once already, and waiting for her
eyes to peer over them again. She hadn’t tossed them away, though I
myself had already disposed of many of these articles. Mom had put
them away for safe keeping, making sure they would never get lost
within the depths of our house.
I grabbed the stack of newsprint, feeling it, smelling it,
and examining the headlines. I couldn’t believe how juvenile and
unprofessional the first few were — certainly nothing to be proud of. But
if I ever asked her, Mom would beg to differ. To her they were treasures,
and in that moment, I felt like a queen. The thing that meant the most to
me — my writing — meant the world to her, too. And while she didn’t
always tell me, and I often wondered, I knew then my mother was proud
of me. She was proud of everything I did, from telling my high school
classmates about our cheerleading squad, to reporting on LGBT issues
in a college atmosphere, and the memories of female nurses from the
Vietnam War.
Tears welled up in my eyes. Here was solid proof that my
mother loved me, that she understood me, celebrated me, and trusted the
path I was following with my life. I sat down, cross-legged on the floor,
allowing myself to actually cry. It was as though I had made it through
judgment day, weighing my heart against a feather, and had emerged
victorious. My mother, who had revealed to me only three weeks earlier
that she was sick with cancer once again, had acknowledged in her own,
private way that she was proud of me. Finally, after twenty long years,
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I felt as though I had reached peace with her. Though I was far from the
end of the road, I knew no matter which turns and twists I followed ahead
of me, as long as I kept a pencil in my hand, I would have her faith.
Mom came home from work later that evening, and thanked me
for the cleaning job I had performed the on the magazine table, and the
bottom of the coffee table. She must have known I had found her little
collection, though neither of us acknowledged its existence. Instead, I
pointed out the one edition of the Student Voice I had found on the bottom
of the coffee table. It was dated Fall 2003 — my senior year of high school,
when I had first toured the Syracuse University campus.
“Check out what I found,” I said to her later in the night as we
sat watching Letterman.
“What?” she asked.
I handed her the issue. “It’s an SV from my first Syracuse visit.
I can’t believe we still have it,” I said.
Mom reached her hand out, grabbing it between her middle
and index fingers and her thumb. As she examined the black-and-white
cover, a smile crept across her face.
“I remember bringing this home,” I said. “I loved it, and I said
to myself, I want to write for this.”
Mom’s smile widened, and she looked me in the eye. “Write for
it?” she asked. “You guys run it now.”
I don’t remember how I responded to this acknowledgment.
More than likely I merely blushed and turned my head back to the
television to avoid an awkward moment. But even though I couldn’t
tell her at the time, my mother had just helped me complete one of my
life’s goals. She had shown me that I had her blessing, that she not only
loved me, but saw me as the daughter she envisioned in her mind when
she was raising me. I had grown up, and along the way I had made her
happy, given her something to smile about, and something to tuck away
for a rainy day.
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There, in my living room, by the midnight glow of our television
set, my mother gave me the greatest validation I had ever received,
reassuring me that I had to work hard to fill that table for her.
Someday, I thought to myself, there will be books on that table.
Books with her name on the dedication page, and she will keep them for a rainy
day, show them to her friends, and read them when she feels lonely. Someday, I
will give her something to be really proud about. And then, then I will know that
it was all worthwhile. Then I will finally be worthy of everything she has given
me, and she will know that every word I write is for her.

Blue Eyes
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I still don’t know how to blow-dry my hair. It’s an excuse I use
when my roommates make fun of me for straightening my hair in the
morning. “Why can’t you just blow-dry it?” they’ll ask. “You’re going to
fry your hair out by straightening it every day.”
The truth is that when I see them standing in front of the mirror
holding a hair dryer with one hand, and running a round brush through
their hair with the other, my jaw drops, and I stand transfixed, just
watching. The coordination this skill requires is unlike any I was ever
taught in my childhood. While I knew how to shift a thirteen-gear tractor
through the hay field at the age of twelve — a skill that often required the
use of both feet, as well as my right and left hands — I cannot fathom the
idea that this trick of the hair trade is physically possible.
On several occasions, I have attempted this feat on my own,
only to give up in an impatient rage within two minutes, blaming my
defeat on a cramped wrist or a sheer lack of talent. Finally, I have decided
to allow myself to factor in a handicap when comparing my grooming
traditions with those of the women around me.
My mother was not one for artificial enhancements. I grew up
never knowing what perfume or cover up smelled like on my mother’s
skin, only the smell of Oil of Olay moisturizer on her hands, and the baby
oil she rubbed on her legs in the summer time. In the twenty-one years
I knew my mother I cannot remember a single time that she wore even a
dab of make up. Nor can I recall the use of curling irons, straighteners,
or rollers. Hair dye was never an option in our house, and only used as
a joke when Mom would jest about her friends, or the mothers of my
friends, trying to cover up their natural age.
It seems as though she had gray hair forever. First it crept in
around the edges, highlighting her face, and then as I grew older, my
mother became a silver-haired woman. We would tease her about her
short hair, calling her “Scruff,” which got on her nerves at first, but grew
into an endearing nickname. However, “Grey Goose” — a nickname my
father came up with — never gained her acceptance, so it was a name we
used with a snicker as we made fun of her, laughing uncontrollably.
There were times when I found myself feeling ashamed or
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embarrassed about the way my mother unapologetically showed her
natural age through her untouched skin and short, graying hair. And
there were times I wished she would change her ways for a special
occasion, dotting on some lipstick or eyeshadow, perhaps a swoop of
mascara.
But Mom was stubborn and set in her ways, and makeup was
just something she never believed in. That’s why when Auntie M came
to town, I found myself staring in awe as she engaged in the makeup
process every morning, the same way I now watch my roommates roll
the brush through their hair in the warm heat of the hair dryer.
Growing up, I didn’t see Auntie M very often. She was the only
one of my father’s three siblings who did not live within a twenty-mile
radius. Visiting her in Virginia was a once a year destination, which was
sometimes reciprocated by a week or weekend visit to our house. I loved
seeing my aunt as a child, knowing a trip to Virginia meant going to the
beach, playing in the sun, and a visit from the Easter Bunny. But more
than anything, I loved watching Auntie M’s morning ritual.
In my mind it lasted for an hour every morning, though
common sense now tells me this simply was not the case. But Sarah
and I would wake up, run into Auntie M’s room and pile onto her bed,
waiting impatiently with our heads resting on our fists, anticipating the
moment she would begin to “put her face on.” There were layers to the
process, and it all seemed so magical to me. I wanted desperately to dip
my fingers into the pallets of color and arrange my face into a masterpiece
just as my aunt did.
Instead, I would just sit there, asking questions when I was unsure
of what she was doing, and oohing and aahing in delight as I watched her
patiently and masterfully apply foundations and eyeshadows, knowing
exactly what she was doing at every moment, and never messing up.
Some mornings, I would wake up before my aunt, and squirm in my
chair over my Lucky Charms as Mom and Dad joked over coffee about
just how excited Sarah and I were to see the transformation. To them,
it was a trivial and somewhat ridiculous process, but to me it was as
though I was waking up to watch Mozart conduct a symphony.
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There was a day when I grew too old to sit on the edge of Auntie
M’s bed and watch her complete this phase of her day. I don’t remember
the reason I stopped being so interested. Perhaps it was because my
older sister outgrew the need to watch, and I wanted so much to show
her I was mature enough to join her in this decision. It might have had
something to do with the fact that Auntie M moved back to upstate New
York and visits became day trips and hour-long stints instead of four-day
weekends. Regardless of the reason, I still equated my aunt with physical
perfection, perfectly suited up for her day, whether that meant she was
going to the office, taking her poodle to the groomer, hosting company at
her apartment, or simply driving to the supermarket.
I still don’t understand everything Auntie M did in the morning.
Having never actually been taught what “putting on my face” would
entail, I think of myself as having a handicap in that department as well.
The makeup I use is not fancy, and I have never had it done professionally.
Instead, I apply CoverGirl foundation, Revlon eye shadow, Victoria’s
Secret bronzer, and Maybelline mascara. It was only a few months ago, in
my senior year of college, that my roommate Kim took the time to explain
and demonstrate for me how to use eyeliner. Now I wear it almost daily,
but only on my bottom eyelid, since I have not yet fully mastered the art
of drawing a straight line above my top eyelashes.
Not that I have mastered much about the application of make
up. There are many times during my drive to work that I will notice a
sharp line around the edge of my face, distinguishing the part covered in
foundation from the part left untouched. I don’t know how to apply my
mascara by flicking it over my eyelashes, and instead have to hold the
wand steady as I blink repeatedly. I cannot wear lipstick, mostly because
I still have no idea which color would look good on me, and often times
find myself wishing I had never started putting makeup on.
In fact, now I find myself unable to leave the house without it.
Nor can I make a public appearance without having straightened my
hair. While messy buns and haphazard ponytails used to be a way of life
for me, I no longer accept these as viable options in my daily life. The
first day I snuck into my sister’s cosmetic bag, secretly using her cover
up on my virgin skin, was like the moment someone begins a gateway
drug — there was no turning back.
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My hair now has highlights, something my mother would
threaten to shave my head over if she had the option. My eyebrows are
perfectly plucked or threaded, my makeup is always as close to perfect
as I can get it, and I use three different kinds of serum in my hair every
morning. While the fact that I still do not know how to properly and
efficiently use many beauty tools (such as the eyelash curler, which baffles
and frightens me) still leaves me at a disadvantage in comparison with
many of the women I go to school with, whose mothers sat them down at
a mirror in their early adolescence and explained to them just how to use
these tools, I have caught up to these girls to the best of my ability.
And so, as I give a last glance to the mirror every morning before
taking off for classes, I smile a bit. To me, I look pretty good when I’ve
accomplished all the steps necessary to fit in as I cross the quad to class.
Though I major in women’s studies, and am constantly talking about the
subjugation of women and the ways women are oppressed by patriarchy,
I have to admit I buy into the cosmetic craze. While I don’t think I would
ever get Botox injections or other forms of cosmetic surgery, I don’t mind
the idea of painting my face as if it were a canvas, decorating my skin and
hair to represent who I think I am.
But then one day as I looked in the mirror, I thought to myself,
“I’ve lost her.”
The one thing Mom always impressed me with was her blue,
blue eyes. They could be gray at times, and perhaps a tiny tint of green
showed up on occasion, but for the most part my mother had blue,
dancing eyes that sparkled and helped me see just how alive she was.
They were the same eyes her mother’s brother, Uncle Bud, had. And they
are also mine. I am the last in our family with these eyes, my mother and
uncle having passed away within two-and-a-half years of each other.
And while I always appreciated the life and happiness that
Mom held so evidently in her eyes, I never really made this connection
between us until her funeral. People had always told me that I looked so
much like my Auntie M, something I always took as a high compliment,
since I compared her to the physical ideal of womanhood. They would
tell me I looked like my father, laughed like him, smiled like him, and
even talked to perfect strangers just like him.
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But as my friends from Syracuse made their way down the aisle
of the funeral home, past the pictures I had carefully arranged on the
posters and scrapbook pages, they saw something I had never seen. They
saw me in my mother. Her pale skin, long brown hair, and the way she
could go completely unnoticed, almost like the most ordinary looking
person in the world — until they saw her eyes. The eyes they said they
saw in me. They could see the way her eyes glittered even through a
thirty-year old photograph.
In the coming weeks, I would hold onto things like this,
desperately searching for some way to stay connected to her. I posted
photographs of her, Mrs. Bunzey, Aunt Judy, and Aunt Pam at Mom’s
wedding around my room, and a picture of her and I taken just days after
she first found out about the cancer, and days before she told me. I would
look at her eyes in these pictures, and I would feel a ray of warmth, as
though sunshine were jetting out from the photos, or as though my
mother were touching my heart.
Brown hair.

Pale skin.

Tall body.

Unnoticeable and normal in every way.

But those eyes.
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And then that day, as I stood in front of the mirror in the
bathroom, I felt myself being torn apart from my mother. I didn’t see
the brown hair any more: I saw my hair, streaked with blonde highlights.
My pale skin was accentuated with the bronzer I wear in the wintertime.
My tall body couldn’t change, but something about the make up I was
wearing, and the clothes I had on made me more noticeable, and yet less
connected to my mom.
It felt as though I were standing at the edge of the Empire State
Building, holding onto Mom’s hand with my own sweaty palms as she
dangled over the edge. I had her for the moment, but I could feel her
slipping away, as if I could lose her at any second.

Baby Oil
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I would hear the lid of her glasses case smack shut as she
switched her inside glasses for her outdoor pair. The tortoise-shell frames
would circle the enormous lenses, and swallow her face whole. Next, she
would switch on the faucet, allowing the water to get as cold as possible
before shoving the blue water jug into the stream with a tray’s worth of
ice bobbing toward the top of the container as the water-level rose.
She would find her favorite bandana, and sling it around the
back of her neck, between the bottom edge of her short, gray hair and
the top of her blue polo shirt. She grabbed her straw hat from the blue
countertop, mounting it on her head to block her face from the sun’s rays.
One last touch of sunscreen on her nose, after rubbing baby oil on her
long legs, and Mom was ready for her day.
This is how I remember my first few summers. A sunny day
meant I wouldn’t see my mother until after dusk when she would pick
us up from the babysitter’s just in time to make us dinner. There was no
such thing as a trip to the zoo or water park with my mom during nice
weather. After all, nice weather was a limited resource, and it put food
on our table.
Instead of playing in our front yard with my older sister, or
swimming in our own pool, summertime meant spending our days down
the street with a gaggle of other local children whose mother’s worked.
It meant pine cone wars from the trees in the Wright’s back yard, playing
trains with Timmy, sandwiches and Hi-C for lunch, designated pool time,
and the occasional kickball game near the back of the Wright’s property,
next to the pond, past the goats, and a short hike from the pigs.
It meant singing contests in the sandbox, tag, and ice pops
when we all behaved. Sometimes we would ride bikes or play games in
the driveway. Other times, when it was just too hot to play outside, we
would all cram into the living room to watch a movie — Thomas The Tank
Engine if Timmy had any say.
But while we would enjoy the ceiling fan and cold iced tea, my
mother would be sweating through the bandana on her neck. And when
the end of the day finally rolled around, and she hopped off the blue
Ford tractor and into a real vehicle to pick us up from the white one-story
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house about a quarter-mile down the street, she would smell like alfalfa,
timothy, or straw, whichever kind of hay she had been cutting, tedding,
raking, or bailing that day. Specks of the hayseed would cling to her
body and clothes, stuck to her perspiration.
In the years before Mom and Dad had a swimming pool put in
our front yard, Mom would rush to the shower to clean herself off. Once
the pool became part of our lives, she would grab her swimsuit from the
bathroom in our back room, change quicker than a model at a runway
show, and dive into the pool to cool off and relieve her skin of the itchy
hay.
Then it was dinner time, time for Dad to come home from
wherever he had been delivering hay on that particular day, and time for
him to hop on the tractor and complete the next step of the hay cycle in
the field Mom had been working in all day.
Those were the sunny days. Rainy days brought Sarah and I the
opportunity to stay home from the babysitter’s house. Instead of playing
with pinecones, we would stay inside with coloring books and stories,
watching Mom as she did all the accounting work for the business. I
would beg to answer the phone when it rang, and Mom would tell me
no.
“It’s a business,” she would say. “If people hear a five-year-old
answer the phone, they’ll get confused.”
Then I would ask her what “confused” meant. She would either
laugh or look at me over the rim of her thick glasses, furrowing her brow,
and letting me know it was time for her to get back to her pencil pushing,
until the phone would ring again, and she would put on her professional
voice as she answered, “Gordon Hay and Straw Company, how may I
help you?”
My favorite part was when the person on the other end of the
line would be calling for Mom and she would answer, “This is she.” At
the age of five, I already knew that this was not common grammar, and
it made my mother seem so important in my eyes to see her answer the
phone so formally.
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Her business voice was one of the few formal things about
my mom during those years. Even the formal babysitting was a new
development for her. When I was younger, too young to really remember,
my sister tells me Mom would lay a blanket in the middle of the field
she was working in for that particular day. The blanket would have
just enough toys on it to keep my sister, myself, and our dog Happy
occupied — and hopefully keep us from hitting each other, though that
rarely happened — until Mom had worked the entire field. She started
at the edges, moving clockwise around the edge of the field five times,
then once counter-clockwise to thicken the inner pile, and zig-zagging
through the middle of the field, creating the wind rows.
Some days, my father tells me, Mom’s dad, or Grampa Murphy
as we called him, would come and gather Sarah, Happy, and I and bring
us back down the road where he would set up our blanket outside in our
front lawn again. He would either sit on the bench of our gray picnic table
or on a lawn chair, as he smoked a cigarette and read a book with Happy,
leaving Sarah and I on the blanket or in our Care Bear inflatable pool
to occupy ourselves and annoy him with questions and make-believe.
The four of us, Happy included, would share those warm summer days
under the sole tree in our front yard that stood as an infant then, and now
reigns our yard as a solid reminder of those summer days.
Mom relied on Grampa Murphy to help her young family
during the summer months when she simply didn’t have the time or
money to find the necessary help on the tractor or in the front yard with
her children. And while I don’t remember these days very well, since
my grandfather died while I was still in pre-school, I know I loved him
dearly. I am reminded of this love whenever I clutch my now faded,
brownish teddy bear, whom he gave to me on my fifth birthday, just two
months before he passed away from a stroke.
The summer Grampa Murphy died is the summer we began
going to the Wright’s house, a routine that lasted for two years before
we found another baby sitter. Then when I was in third grade, Mom and
Dad sold Gordon Hay and Straw Company. Being eight years old at the
time of the transaction, I didn’t really understand the impact this would
have on our lives.
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It meant my father wouldn’t be leaving the house at three and
four in the morning any more, returning for a quick bite of dinner, before
racing back to the tractor, hay truck, or bed. It meant he and Mom were
both in search of full-time, nine-to-five jobs. Mom began working as an
accountant in private industry, and then as an auditor for the state. Dad
kept working in the transportation field, and got more involved with
local politics, moving from a town-level seat, to the county legislature,
where he still serves.
Sarah was in fifth grade, old enough to watch the two of us after
school since Mom would no longer be home to receive us after we got off
Bus 109. Mom would get home just in time for dinner, which Dad would
usually cook for the family.
Vacations could no longer happen when my parents wanted
them to. The Outer Banks in October, and an extended seventeen-day
journey to Philadelphia, Virginia, Washington, D.C., and Disney World
was no longer in the cards for us. Memorial Day through Labor Day meant
Mom and Dad would work on the tractors ferociously on the weekends
and when they got home from work. After all, even though they weren’t
transporting hay to Boston, New York City, and farms around the state
and region did not mean the hay operation was over. Our family still
had upwards of 300 acres to farm, and as soon as Sarah’s feet reached the
pedals she was tapped to become a part of the family operation.
Lucky for me I didn’t grow as quickly as my sister, and the only
bond I had with the hay fields was the memories of riding on the tractors,
propped on my mother’s lap as a little girl until I turned twelve and Mom
and Dad told me the family just couldn’t wait any longer for me to pitch
in.
So my summers went from blankets in the fields, to pine cone
wars, to hours of reading and long walks, to riding the tractor just like
my mom. I wore a baseball cap instead of the straw hat, and put on
non-prescription sunglasses, since I wore contact lenses. Mom wouldn’t
allow me to wear baby oil on my legs, especially since my skin has an
unnatural aversion to the sun and I had to be lathered in baby sunscreen
once every hour and a half. I would fill the red jug with water, since
Sarah or Dad would have usually gotten to the blue jug before me, and I
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despised the idea of a sweat bandana.
My portable CD player would be ready to play the newest ‘N
Sync or Backstreet Boys album to me for a couple hours as I raked one of
the fields on Turkey Ledge, or King Farm, two pieces of property we farm
up the road from our house. In return, Mom and Dad would give me
four dollars an hour to start, which was about what I was making baby
sitting, and more than enough incentive to get a seventh grader to work.
I would ride through the fields on the 2910, a tractor I named
Spunky, and came to love throughout the summers I would navigate
her five times clockwise, one time counter-clockwise, then zig-zagging
through the fields. As my body vibrated on the hot black seat of the
tractor, rattling my bones, and leaving my body shaking for ten minutes
after I dismounted, I would enjoy the solitude and my green surroundings,
dreaming and imagining my way through the day as I secretly pushed
the tractor into higher gears when I was sure no one was looking.
My first, second, third, and fourth novels were written in my
head on that tractor. I would throw myself into the lives of the characters
I had created, craft their situations, and mentally store my story lines for
a rainy day when I could scribble furiously into my composition books.
work.

Mom would laugh when I called her at the office before she left

“Mom,” I would say. “Can you stop and pick up another
composition book for me on your way home today?”
“I went to the store yesterday, Margaret,” she would reply,
annoyed that I didn’t ask for the favor when it was more convenient for
her.
“I know. But I just wrote like fifteen pages, and I’m going to
need more space. And I’m on a roll, Mom. It has to be tonight.”
Mom would groan. “Okay,” she would say, making sure I
noticed the pained tone she was speaking with.
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“Purple,” I would say. “It has to be purple.”
“Purple?” she would ask, past the breaking point of her short
Irish temper.
“Yea,” I would tell her. “It has to be purple, or else I just can’t
write in it.”
I would run out to her car when she finally got home, grabbing
her bags from her, not because I wanted to help, just because I wanted to
be able to begin writing before another second went by.
“How was your day, Mom?” she would ask herself out loud.
“Oh, you know, busy. Lots of stuff going on at the office. Gee Mom, is
there anything I can do for you? No. Don’t worry about me, I don’t need
a thing. Just glad to finally be home. I love you Mom. You’re such a great
Mom for getting me a purple notebook.”
I would moan. “Thanks Mom, I love you,” I would say, looking
back from ten steps ahead of her, where I was rushing to the door.
She would smile and walk slowly to the side door, which I was
holding open for her.
“What’s for dinner?” she would ask.
And Sarah would have the answer for her as she finished
cooking whatever concoction she or Dad was serving that night, and I
hustled over to the table to make sure the plates, glasses, and silverware
were all set for us to begin eating. The forty minutes we spent at the
dinner table would serve as our daily family time. As soon as the plates
were clean, Mom and Dad went back out to the fields again, working
long past sunset, cramming as much tractor time in as possible, always
racing a rainstorm in the weather forecast.

Black Shorts
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The bags were there for three days before she finally let us dig
through them. Three giant, black garbage bags sat there, just waiting for
us, perched up against the wall beneath Mom’s west window. Sarah and
I knew exactly what was in there — clothes from our older cousins Ricky
and Brian in Pennsylvania, and we couldn’t wait another night to tear
through the selection.
Sarah was, of course, an adamant tomboy, constantly searching
for the next big thing in oversized clothing. To her, a sack of clothes
from our twelve and thirteen-year-old cousins was better than candy on
Easter. I wasn’t quite as excited as my big sister, since I loved dresses
and skirts, and knew these garbage bags held no such thing for me. But
impatience is a part of my very being, and it got the best of me as I tugged
on the edge of Mom’s bathrobe and the bottom of her sweaters, igniting
her temper as I annoyed her into finally opening the bags with us three
whole days after they had been set in her room.
I was right. There was nothing inside those trash bags that
I wanted. Not in a million years would I be seen in my third-grade
classroom wearing one of Ricky’s Co-Ed Naked Lacrosse shirts, or Brian’s
faded wrestling sweatshirt. Sure, there were a few articles within the
bag that I could turn into comfortable nightclothes, but other than that I
didn’t find any gems that day.
In fact, it was one of the sadder packages we had seen from
our cousins in the realm of hand-me-down clothing, and I could feel that
even Sarah was disappointed. Sensing that we were let down, Mom
took another look through the disheveled piles we had strewn about
her bed. And that’s when she found them: they were already faded, not
quite the bright black they had been when they were first purchased,
although nowhere near the smoky gray they would be when Sarah and
I glanced at them one last time the weekend after Mom’s passing. They
were longer than Sarah and I liked our shorts to be, reaching past our
knees, but on Mom they were a few inches above her knee-line, and the
red and orange stitched letters that spelled out Air Jordan sat on her left
thigh. They were loose around the top of my mother’s lean legs and she
fell in love instantly.
The affair began innocently enough. She would wear them
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out on the tractor or mowing the lawn. They would sit on our porch,
warming in the sun as she took a dip in the pool, or rest on top of the
towel bag as we rode in Uncle Rick’s speed boat across Canandaigua or
Saranac Lakes. They were her comfortable shorts for lounging around
and enjoying herself.
They eventually became house clothes, along with her shabby
shammies and flannel over-shirts. Then as she grew to love these shorts
more and more, she would slip out of the house in them. To buy a pack
of cigarettes, maybe an ice cream cone. She and Dad might go golfing for
a few hours at the tiny course in the town just north of mine. The shorts
began to slip their way into her everyday life.
By the time the shorts were a staple in Mom’s life, I was in the
ninth grade, just beginning to realize how truly embarrassing it could be
to have a mother who wears your older cousins hand-me down shorts,
and continues to do so more than a half a decade after the transaction.
I would cringe when she would step into the high school lobby at six
o’clock to pick me up from cheerleading practice in those awful shorts.
But I would hide my embarrassment, and never ask my mom why she
couldn’t dress like Meg’s mom, or the other Cheer Moms, who wore the
same kind of clothes we wore, and hadn’t sported the same hairstyle for
more than a decade.
It was during this time that I started to realize I was both
embarrassed, and a bit ashamed of my mother, and her proud and
stubborn refusal to conform. In retrospect, it was stupid, selfish, and
shallow, three words that describe my high school mentality all too well.
How I wished I had a mother who could French braid hair, would take
me to get manicures, and understood that five dresses just isn’t enough
for a fourteen year old.
I stopped holding Mom’s hand as we walked in public places
like the mall, began sitting with my friends instead of her when we
would travel to Sarah’s volleyball tournaments, and rejected her ideas of
what beauty meant.
Then one day, I got over it.
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The morning after my junior prom, I returned home to find my
mother bald. She had kept her hair, she told me, so she could have a
picture of her with me in my prom dress, but couldn’t keep it any longer.
And what would have normally served as the biggest embarrassment
imaginable, allowed me to look up to my mother instead. I begged her to
let me shave my hair in solidarity, but she refused to let me.
She went on disability leave for the first time at the beginning
of my senior year of high school. This allowed her to make it to every
single one of my volleyball games, where she was known as the loudest
cheering mother in the stands. And for the first time, I saw that the girls
I played with were a bit jealous of my mother.
There she was, gray and sallow-skinned, bald, and obviously
weak, hooting and hollering in the stands, supporting her daughter as
she aced a serve, or hit the net. She cheered whether I led for stats that
night, or was sitting on the bench with my shoulder wrapped in ice. She
cheered just because she was there and so was I, and that was all she
needed to make her the happiest person in the bleachers.
After volleyball season ended, and cheerleading season warmed
up again, she became a source of inspiration for the girls on my squad.
“Cheer to Mrs. Gordon!” became our motto. After all, her smile was
contagious, even though the boys’ basketball team was dead last in the
league.
I remember the way she cried when I was named MVP for both
sports at the varsity sports banquet that spring, but more than that, I
remember that both coaches fit her into their speeches. And I remember
knowing in that moment that I was the luckiest girl in the room, and that
being such a naturally average athlete, I never would have been able to
earn my awards if I didn’t have her hooting and hollering, win or lose.
The first time Mom went into remission, she told me she was
going to have her hair styled and highlighted when it grew back, so I
bought her a gift certificate to do just that for Christmas. I should have
known she would never use it. Instead she embraced the soft, downy
grayish-white hair that grew in tufts on her head, earning her the nick
name Grey Goose.
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The old me would have been embarrassed to bring Grey Goose
with me on move-in day during my freshman year at Syracuse, but instead
I proudly walked slowly with her from place to place, sitting down when
she needed to catch her breath. I didn’t care that she couldn’t make it up
the stairs from main campus to Flint Hall at the top of Mount Olympus,
and teasingly renamed the college “Stair-a-cuse University.”
By that time, my mother was my hero — a testament to what
strong willpower and a positive attitude can achieve. I saw her aged
appearance as nothing more than a battle scar, and those ugly, faded
black shorts as something to joke about. They were leverage in the
never-ending contest between my roommate and me to see who had
more embarrassing mom stories that seemed more endearing than
embarrassing as we began our lives as adults.

The Green Pill
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It was a sinus infection. That’s what Mom told me after noticing
my bright green snot on the chairlift in the beginning of February. A
sinus infection sounded pretty serious to me, a seventh-grader who at
the age of twelve, had only ever heard grown-ups complain about their
sinuses. I had received the justification I needed for the complaints I was
holding inside. I was sick.
I skied the rest of the day, taking off my mittens every time I sat
down on the chairlift so I could blow my nose and proceed to sniffle for
the rest of the ride.
The next morning, I battled exhaustion as Mom dragged me out
of bed to see our general practitioner. I had stayed up all night, unable
to breathe through my nose, and all I wanted to do was retreat under my
floral-covered comforter, into the depths of my burgundy flannel sheets
for the rest of the day.
But we were off to Dr. Kolanchick’s office, where I was prescribed
the biggest, ickiest pill I have ever encountered. It was light green, the
color of algae floating in our pond out back, and it left my breath smelling
like a dog’s. I would take that pill for a few weeks, although it seemed
like even longer, completely unaware that it would forever change the
course of my life.
Being sick had its perks. Mom didn’t make me load the
dishwasher after dinner that night, even though it was my turn. Instead,
I was allowed to make my way to the living room and curl up in a ball
under the gray and green shaggy blanket. Once I was there, clutching
my faded pink teddy bear, Mom gave me my first dose of the horrible
pill.
It took me two tries to get it down. And as I tried to swallow the
horrible mass, I could feel it begin to disintegrate in my mouth, sending
chalky bits toward my cheeks. I gagged a bit, swallowed the water and
went back for another gulp without wasting the opportunity to show my
mother just how miserable this medicine was already making me. After
the second attempt, Mom patted me on the forehead before placing her
hand on her knee and pushing herself up from the edge of the couch
where she had been sitting.

47

The pill made me tired, and before I knew it I was in a deep
sleep, the kind that tricks your body into thinking its surrounded by
nothing but night sky. I slept for about two hours, but upon waking up
at nine in the evening, I felt as though I had slept the night away, and
emerged from my slumber completely discombobulated, noticing a small
trail of saliva on the pillow beneath my head.
I opened my eyes and rubbed them a bit, before placing my
right hand against the couch cushion, knowing I would need the leverage
to move my body into an upright position. I was not used to feeling
so weak and tired, and was immediately displeased with the sensation.
As I returned to consciousness, I swiveled my head about, taking in my
surroundings, shocked to find myself in the living room, surrounded by
my other three family members watching prime-time television, instead
of in my bedroom with the morning sun shining against my west wall,
reflecting the pale yellow color as it did in the mornings before school.
Mom was sitting in the pink recliner, and Dad in the green chair
next to it, his feet propped against the arm of the couch, just inches from
where my head had been resting; had I had my normal energy reserve I
would have teased him about his smelly socks. As they saw me surveying
the room like the eye of a submarine, suddenly darting out of nowhere,
Mom smiled at me and suggested I take my aching body upstairs to
complete my sleep for the night.
I hadn’t finished my homework yet, but decided this was the
best idea Mom had had all day — certainly better than forcing me to
ingest that horrible medicine. So I gathered my teddy bear and pillow
and made my way upstairs without saying a word.
The week progressed, until finally reaching Friday. And while
the days moved by, and I attended all my classes, I felt as though I was an
absent participant, simply a third-party observer, watching everything
happen around me, too tired and weak to take part in the daily routines.
Mr. Dennis’s math class challenged me to stay awake, though math was
one of my favorite classes. I didn’t want to talk to anyone during lunch
period, and could barely even bring myself to eat.
The next week didn’t bring me the burst of energy I had been
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hoping for — in fact, it was even drearier than the first, and sleep began
to have an adverse effect on me. The more I slept, the more tired I felt,
as though I were Milo, eating subtraction soup in Digitopolis, trying
to satiate my hunger for sleep, but only depriving my body more than
before.
I was too weak to stay awake until supper time, and several
nights Mom allowed me to do without, eating small portions of leftovers
when I awoke for a tiny bit of time, just long enough to munch on a piece
of chicken or a tuna sandwich. By the end of two weeks, my stomach
had shrunk, and my tired face began to lose the chubbiness of its cheeks.
My body no longer had any interest in sixth-period lunch, having grown
accustomed to being denied the nourishment, and I couldn’t eat a full
meal at the dinner table if I tried.
I hadn’t been consciously attempting to lose weight, and had
never thought to weigh myself during these couple weeks, but I probably
lost about a dozen pounds during the preliminary weeks of my illness.
Just enough that my classmates were able to notice. I received a couple
compliments as I walked down the hall, and a smile would creep across
my face. Sure, I felt like death in tennis shoes, but at least I didn’t look
like an ogre.
Another couple weeks passed, and another couple pounds
dropped off my twelve-year old body. Then one day, my volleyball coach
approached me in the hallway — he thought I should consider trying out
for the track team.
“The track team?” Mom asked, trying to stifle a bit of laughter
as she transferred our dinnerware from the dishwasher to the cabinet
above the coffee maker before dinner that evening.
I should have known she was going to laugh, I thought to myself.
It made sense for her to view this idea with a sense of
ludicrousness, since I had never expressed any interest in running, and
had always been on the chubby side of the spectrum, especially compared
to my older sister, whose long and lean frame would have done much
better at a sport like track and field.
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“Yea,” I said. “Tryouts start in a week, and I’m starting to feel
better now. I think it would be fun.”
I could tell she was choosing her words wisely, not wanting to
insult or hurt me, but she ended up doing both, even with her carefully
chosen remark. “I just don’t know if you can handle it,” she said.
Tears welled in my eyes as I stared at my mother, “But I want to
do it,” I told her. “Just like I want to take piano lessons. And I want to ski.
And I want to play volleyball. And I want to do Girl Scouts. These are
things I want to do, and I’m going to do it.”
I was hoping it wasn’t going to come to betraying my mother,
but if it had to, I had every intention of joining the track team despite the
consequences.
“And to tell you the truth Mom,” I continued, “You really can’t
stop me. You’re not here when I get off the bus in the afternoon, and I
don’t need a permission slip to try out. You can’t stand in front of the
locker room and forbid me from changing into my practice clothes.”
I had never stood up to my mother like this, partially because
I had never had to, and partially because I never really had any desire
to fight with her until this point. I was weeks away from my thirteenth
birthday, and gearing up for life as a teenager when my primary job
would be to argue with my parents about both the trivial and lifechanging aspects of my life.
The argument lasted another ten minutes or so, until we were
both in tears, and though Mom thought she had finally won the duel,
I signed up for the track team the next day; practices would begin the
following Monday.
When I returned home from my first two-hour track practice, I
was more tired than I had been the morning I had gone to the doctor’s
a month earlier. Mr. Bentley had forced us to run an entire mile on the
first day, and to someone who had spent the last four weeks sleeping and
passing up food, this was worse than the twelve-mile runs my cousin
was telling me of in his Marine Boot Camp.
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Mom returned home from work to find me sprawled out on the
couch, and I felt her eyeing me, fully prepared to issue an “I told you so,”
without being asked for one. Instead she perched herself on the edge of
the couch cushion, rubbed her hand along my forehead and asked, “How
you feeling, Buddy?”
“Sick,” I told her.
It wasn’t a lie, though it wasn’t the whole truth, either. I felt
exhausted, everywhere from my head to the arches of my feet, and I had
trouble breathing, not just because of the sinus infection that still lingered
within my head, but also because my lungs felt as though they had been
attacked by a bow-hunting knife, after running through the late February
cold. I was sure I could blame some of my physical agony on the illness,
though I couldn’t deny that the majority of my pain was due to the fact
that, as Mom warned me, I wasn’t ready for the track team.
The next day was worse. I was running on sore muscles, already
exhausted from the workout the day before, and still not used to testing
my body in such a way. I collapsed onto the couch after arriving back
at my house again that day, allowing myself to sleep until Mom came
home, at which point I told her I still wasn’t feeling well and just wanted
to sleep through dinner.
Mom disagreed with this idea on that particular day, warning
me that I needed to have a proper dinner in order to nourish my body if
I was going to be exercising every day.
“I made myself a tuna sandwich when I got home, Mom,” I
moaned through a mouth that couldn’t open all the way. “Please just let
me sleep.”
That’s when the lying began.
I “made myself a tuna sandwich” every night for the next two
weeks, just trying to squeeze another fifteen minutes of sleep into my
day. I don’t know if Mom ever caught on to the fact that we still had
a steady stock of tuna fish in the downstairs pantry, or why she didn’t
question the fact that I enjoyed the same bland dinner every night for
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such a long period of time.
I wasn’t trying to trick Mom at this point — or at least I wasn’t
trying to deceive her so I could skip out on meals to lose weight. In
fact, losing weight was the last thing on my mind when the food cyclone
began.
Then the compliments started to multiply. It was the end of
March and shorts and tank top weather was beginning. All of a sudden,
my classmates began to notice that I had lost a quick thirty pounds. And
Mom noticed too.
I was ready to leave that horrible green pill behind. It wasn’t
forty degrees outside any more, and I was no longer huffing and puffing
through my workouts. I was able to make it through a day without my
medication, no longer groggy when I returned home. And for the first
time, I couldn’t lie to my mother about why I didn’t want to eat dinner.
It was no longer innocent avoidance of the family dinner table in an
attempt to catch a bit of shut-eye. It was a monster growing inside of me,
searching for any excuse to get out of consuming a pork chop, piece of
steak, or spoonful of macaroni.
Unfortunately for me and my new lifestyle, Mom wouldn’t let
me get out of dinner altogether without a valid excuse. And though she
had yet to admit to herself that I needed to be watched with skepticism,
she refused to allow me to shrink my portion size the amount I wanted.
My solution? I would cut my dinner intake by about half, taking less
per serving, and moving and rearranging the extra pieces around my
plate so no one would notice just how much of my dinner remained
unconsumed, and I would forego lunch in the afternoon, where no one
would be able to report back to my parents. In fact, instead of putting
myself in the awkward situation of sitting in the cafeteria without a tray
in front of me, I made myself completely absent from my usual lunch
table, playing basketball in the gym for the period instead of gossiping
with my friends.
It was fool-proof, and no one, including myself, noticed that
I had begun a downward journey on the slipperiest slope I had ever
encountered.
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Bathroom Scale
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It didn’t take long for Mom to realize I had been losing weight.
And she wasn’t concerned when she made this discovery. Instead she was
proud of her little girl, finally beginning to look like a young woman.
My whole life, I had been the chubby one. Dad was just short
of six feet tall, with a wide, muscular build, perfect for his daily routine
of feeding the cows, chucking bails, and any other task his life as a smalltown farmer might require him to perform on a daily basis. Mom was
long and lean, with small, dainty bones, and the tiniest wrists I had ever
seen. For most of my life she wore smaller clothes than even I wore
as the youngest member of our family, and as I look back through old
photographs of her now, I see too much of her collar bones and even
ribs.
My sister, Sarah, has Mom’s build. She is still two inches taller
than I am, about an inch taller than my mother, and weighs less than I
do. She has the same chicken legs my mother had, and the tiny bone
structure. Like my mother, and every other woman in our family, she has
a flat butt, which leaves extra material in all her jeans.
I don’t have a flat butt — I never have, and I never will. Auntie
M teases me each time I see her, “I just don’t know where you got that
butt, but you got it for all of us.” While my family called Sarah Linguini
or Spaghetti in our childhood, I was often referred to as Meatball. I have
my father’s large, dense bones, and broad shoulders, which make it
physically impossible for me to squeeze into the clothes Mom and Sarah
could wear comfortably. Even my feet are freakishly large, and while
Mom and Sarah could exchange shoes to run out and grab the newspaper,
this always afforded me a certain amount of pain.
So when Mom saw me shrinking, she didn’t think anything was
wrong. In fact, I think she thought I was finally beginning to look like the
rest of the Gordon Girls. Concern was the last thing from her mind in the
beginning, and she complimented me on my new, slimmer figure. She
attributed it to my running for a couple hours a day at track practice, as
well as the simple fact that I was a thirteen-year-old girl, who also grew
four inches in a pubescent growth spurt that Spring.
I would complain of big lunches as we sat at the dinner table,
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or tell her I had pigged out on a bag of chips with Timmy on the bus ride
home from track practice. She never suspected that I was lying about
this. She never would have guessed that I wasn’t eating lunch, and was
playing pick-up basketball in the gym instead, nor would she guess that
I would willingly toss Timmy in for a lie, knowing how often she ran into
his parents.
I don’t know when it turned into a problem, and I can’t pinpoint
the moment it spun out of control. But I do know I didn’t go into the
weight loss spiral with the intention of becoming thin. I was just a twelveyear-old girl with a sinus infection when a series of random events came
together to form one of the most defining conditions of my life.
When Mom finally figured it out almost a year later, after I had
lost close to sixty pounds and grown four-and-a-half inches, I knew she
blamed herself. She never let me know what she was thinking, but I
could see the thoughts running through her mind like a stock ticker in
Times Square. How could I have missed this? How did I not see the signs?
Why did I just accept everything she was saying? It was too much, too fast — I
should have known.
It would take another half a decade for me to admit to myself
that I blamed her, too. I blamed her for all the pictures I ever saw of her
in her youth, and the way her hip bones would press against the front of
her pants. I blamed her for the times she would throw around the word
“chubby,” unaware of the psychological damage it could cause me.
But more than anything, I hated her for taking me into the
backroom and telling me that Sarah Tiffany, one of my best friends, had
told Mrs. Tiffany that I had been skipping lunch to play basketball. Mrs.
Tiffany told my mother that Sarah admitted she hadn’t seen me eat at all
in close to a year.
I hated Sarah Tiffany, and I hated Mom for cornering me, making
it impossible for me to lie. I also hated my mother for instructing Sarah
Tiffany to report directly to her if she noticed me skip a meal again.
I was under close watch. No specks of food would be able to
drop to the floor for our new puppy to munch. No morsel of lunch could
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be left unconsumed. And I saw the eyes of all my friends judging me
every day.
The compliments that had started in the seventh grade hallway
had died out since eighth grade started, and now there were nothing but
whispers.
“Did you hear that Margaret Gordon is anorexic?”
“I heard she hasn’t eaten in a year.”
“I saw her ribs in the locker room.”
“Didn’t she used to be fat?”
“Margaret Gordon? Really?”
I couldn’t escape the constant rumblings through the hallway,
locker room, or lunch table. But as much as I wanted to silence my
classmates as they talked about my tiny body, I couldn’t find the
motivation to give them a reason to stop talking. I started eating again at
lunch, leaving part of the entrée and most of the side dish on the yellow
trays.
Then my mom found out I wasn’t part of the Clean Plate Club
and I was in trouble again. That’s when I started making myself throw
up.
It worked for a while, and I was able to avoid putting on all the
weight I had lost, until one night on vacation Sarah Tiffany saw me place
a spoon in the dishwasher after leaving the bathroom. I was in ninth
grade, and had just regained the trust of my mother and father. But all
that trust went swirling down the toilet again, along with the contents of
my stomach.
I managed to get better a couple months later, after realizing
that if I didn’t straighten up, my mother was going to forbid me from
cheerleading any longer. And I was healthy for the majority of high
school after that.
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Now, as a college senior, I don’t own a scale, and I keep my
only mirror hidden behind my scarves most of the time. This is part of
the lasting effects my body torture left behind. My metabolism is slower
than my fifty-three-year-old father’s, and I think about food at least once
every five minutes.
While I can honestly and proudly say I have not slipped up a
single time in the last 18 months, I can’t help but acknowledge that those
closest to me would have thought that time period should stretch about
three years longer.
I still lie about food — make up a meal here or there, and suck
down a bottle of water instead — from time to time, but I guess that’s why
doctor’s say you’re never really cured from this disease. It will haunt and
chase me for the rest of my life — something I know all too well from
witnessing my mother’s battle with her own aftermath throughout my
youth; the way she would develop an acute interest in her own weight,
and skip and split meals, all before going back to her normal cookie
routine for a bit.
I thought I was repenting for something by not eating when I
was younger. Now I see that I am living through my actual repentance
now. Life as a college senior who had to warn her roommates not to bring
a scale in our house is part of the punishment I live through every day.
While my friends worry that they have to diet before Spring
Break, I worry about whether I can trust myself to lose five pounds. This
year I stretched it to fifteen, and I now realize I must make the conscious
effort to put at least five back on by graduation. I’m sure that won’t be
hard for me to do. After the collapse of a somewhat unhealthy twentypound crash diet two summers ago, I proceeded to pack on thirty quick
pounds throughout the spring and summer, leaving me floored when I
found a scale and realized I had reached the heaviest point in my life —
above my recommended BMI.
I’ll be a yo-yo, roller coaster kind of girl for the rest of my life —
something my mother never failed to point out to me. Perhaps the only
thing about my mother that I don’t miss is the constant nagging about
food and the way she would sneakily use my friends as spies to make
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sure I was eating.
She had to though, for her own sanity. I had long suspected that
Mom blamed herself for my unhealthy avoidance and obsession with
food, which she admitted as truth last Easter. She beat me to the punch
as usual — I did not realize I blamed her until after she passed.
And now I live with it every day. Body hatred in a world where
I know I have more to offer than an hour-glass figure. Calorie cataloguing
with the brain cells I should be using for grammar rules. I’m healthy now
— as healthy as I’m ever going to be — but I’m not cured. And I’m not
in control. The monster that grew from that icky, green pill still waits to
consume me, resting dormant inside me.
Now I have the strength, knowledge, and willpower necessary
to combat it — the harsh realization that I must kill the beast before my
own daughter stumbles upon it in my future. I am fighting, but I have
not won.
I will never be able to own a scale, carelessly sitting on the tile
floor near the shower, waiting to be used as part of a morning routine. I
will never be completely healthy. I will always live with consequences of
waking that insatiable beast nine years ago.

Yodeling
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I was on the phone with my older cousin, Ricky, pacing on the
front porch at 874 Ackerman Avenue in Syracuse. “Are you guys still
planning on doing something for your mom’s birthday?” I asked him as
my fingers traced a line on the beams supporting our porch roof.
They were. Ricky and his girlfriend Lisa were going to drive
home to Knox and surprise Aunt Judy on her sixtieth birthday.
Perfect. I can skip a meeting and get home too. Mom and Aunt Judy
will never expect it.
Sarah was able to do the same, and my oldest cousin Stephen
was even able to come into town for the weekend. All five of us, including
Ricky and Stephen’s youngest brother Brian, who still lived in Knox,
would be home to celebrate Aunt Judy’s birthday. More than that, I think
Ricky saw it as an opportunity for him and Lisa to see my mother — his
godmother — one last time.
It was about four weeks after Mom had dropped the tickingtime-bomb news on Sarah and myself. I had returned to school for
the beginning of my senior year, and Sarah had made her way back to
Vermont for her last year of graduate studies. It was Labor Day weekend,
and I told Mom I simply had too much to do to give myself even a fiveminute reprieve to give her a phone call.
“I’m sorry,” I told her as I hopped in my car, preparing to miss
my organized activities on Friday and Saturday, and return to school
on Sunday in time for the second half of a marathon weekend. “I have
meetings and an involvement fair, and a paper due already, and I will call
you again on Monday to check in.”
Two hours later I pulled into our driveway and stepped out of
my car in a brown linen dress. Sarah was already there, and Ricky and
Lisa would be in town within the hour to spend the night with Aunt Judy.
It was Friday, August 31, 2007, Aunt Judy’s birthday, a night we knew my
aunt would want to be home alone with her sons and her husband, who
had recently been diagnosed with cancer for the second time.
So the four Gordons spent the evening the way we always did
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when we were able to be together: we ate dinner; watched television;
and Dad and I played a game of Scrabble. The next morning I made
the necessary phone calls to my friends at school who were expecting
me to be in town that day. “It’s my aunt’s birthday and I drove home
to surprise her,” I told them, most of whom had no idea that my mother
was ill at all.
I don’t remember what time of day it was when the commotion
started. I don’t remember what we were doing, or why Mom was going
upstairs. But I’ll never forget what happened next.
Sarah had told me about the spell she had wintessed during our
drive to Cape Cod about two weeks before. After about three hours in
the car, Mom proclaimed that she had to go to the bathroom, and had
Sarah pull the car over so she could do just that. I was sleeping in the
back seat, and stayed in the car as my older sister went inside to use the
restroom with my mother.
Sarah told me that Mom got a blank look on her face, and started
to take her pants off in the middle of the public bathroom, as though she
had no idea where she was, and Sarah had to help her into a stall and
instruct Mom to use the facilities only once the stall door was closed.
Mom got that same blank look on her face on this day, too. She
stood up from her chair in the living room, the pink one in the corner of
the room, near the lamp and the window. She made it almost all the way
across the living room before I noticed all the expression wipe from her
face, and saw her legs give out underneath her.
She was on the ground before I could swoop in beneath her to
break her fall. It was as if she had fallen backward, like Bugs Bunny or
the Road Runner when they faint in cartoons, flat as a board, falling in
one solid SLAM onto the floor.
Sarah and I each raced to her side, though I felt myself wanting to
run in the other direction, afraid of the look I would find on my mother’s
face. Afraid that she might have just died.
I was on my knees, and grabbed her hand, afraid to touch her
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head, in case she had injured her back or neck. “Mom,” Sarah and I
each pleaded over and over again, as I silently prayed she could hear me.
“Mom, Mom, Mom, Mom, Mom.”
I don’t know how many times we repeated her name before we
allowed ourselves to look at each other. Neither of us wanted to admit
how afraid we were, and how dire the situation might be. So instead of
calling 911 at first, Sarah called up the road to Aunt Judy’s house to ask
if Stephen, Ricky, or Brian could come down and help us lift Mom back
up again.
It was my first false alarm and I struggled to keep myself
composed enough to react to what had just happened. “Mom,” I kept
whispering as I tapped the back of her hand repeatedly with the inside of
my three middle fingers.
Her eyes were open the whole time, but they refused to focus on
me, my sister, or anything else. It was time to call 911, and Sarah didn’t
waste a moment. I could hear her from the doorway into the kitchen as
she spoke to the 911 operator. “She’s on the floor . . . not responding .
. . cancer. . .” the words scrambled and raced through my mind and I
couldn’t believe them to be a description of my own mother.
So I just kept whispering, pleading for her to hear me. And then
she saw me.
“Mom,” I said, a bit louder and with a smile, signifying to my
sister that Mom had come back to us again. But while Mom could see
again, and was able to recognize me sitting over her, she had no idea that
she had just fallen, and could barely put a thought together. She knew I
was there, but it was as though for the first time, I didn’t know whether
she was there. It was on that day, ten days before she would pass away,
that I really lost my mom.
Sarah was still on the phone as I explained to my mother just
what had happened. She stared at me fearfully, her eyes wide open,
reminding me of a heifer running away from Dad at the head-gate. And
before I knew what to ask her, Mom had blurted out, “It’s not gonna be
today.”
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“What are you talking about?” I asked her, as I shook my head.
“I’m not going to die today,” Mom said, her eyes returning to
their normal size as she stared at me. “It can’t be today.”
I lowered my face closer to hers and promised her she was
right, secretly hoping I wasn’t lying to my poor, sick mother. And as
I looked at her, it was as though we had switched places — I was the
mother and she was the daughter, her eyes searching my face to be sure
I wasn’t throwing her an empty promise, the way I would look at her as
I determined whether we really would do skiing for the weekend, or eat
brownies for dessert.
In that moment, as I saw my once-strong, stubbornly independent
mother lying on the floor beneath me, relying on me to assure her she
would be okay, I felt every ounce of my childhood escape from my soul.
Laughter, silliness, idle time, and carefree chit chat were no longer a part
of me; instead they were vacuumed away from me, along with memories
of my Care Bear swimming pool, my favorite kite, bouncy balls, and Uno
cards. I was an adult for the first real moment of my life, and I was
prepared to offer anything in exchange for a yo-yo or a Slinky.
What would Mom say to me?
“You’ll be okay, Mommy,” I told her. “I promise.”
Stephen was there, and Aunt Judy now, both coming toward
Mom and I to crouch over her in my place — to my oldest cousin and my
mother’s older sister, I was still an infant, too young for these situations.
“It’s not gonna be today,” my mother repeated as her sister
grasped her hand and dismissed the notion of my mother’s death as tears
sputtered out her eyes. Reality was sinking in for her too, as she realized
she would soon be the last of the Murphy clan. And as I watched Aunt
Judy intimidate my mother into holding on, I couldn’t help but imagine
Sarah standing over my own body, and I wanted to cry uncontrollably. I
probably would have too, if it weren’t for Stephen’s soft, soothing voice
telling Sarah and I that it was going to be all right, and the sight of Mr.
Tiffany’s truck pulling into the driveway and his body dashing across our
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yard and into our house.
And for once, I thank God that small towns don’t have ambulance
squads, I thought to myself as I saw Mom’s face perk up at the sight of Mr.
Tiffany, a friend she had skied, partied, vacationed, and watched children
grow with.
After another couple moments, another EMT came, and my
stubborn mother had signed the paperwork to deny medical transport.
The ambulances were gone, but the day was not over. Dad and Auntie
M were home soon, and when I saw my dear aunt step out of her SUV, I
raced out the door, ran across our lawn barefoot and into her open arms.
“Just cry,” she told me.
And I listened, as I let out a wail, “It’s not fair.”
Auntie M shushed me, and patted me on my head as I awkwardly
sought a place to cry in the nook between her neck and shoulder, crouching
to bring my tall frame closer to hers. She kept repeating soft whispers,
telling me to calm down as I tried to collect myself. Finally, after about
twenty seconds, I pulled away to compliment her on the sweater I had
just soiled with my mascara. “You have good taste,” she said with a
laugh as she herded me back toward the house, her boyfriend in tow.
Her boyfriend Denny was an attorney, and would serve as my
companion for the evening as he and I constructed my mother’s living
will to be posted on her bedroom door, where she would remain for the
rest of her time. Denny and I worked on this while Sarah and Dad talked
to hospice over the phone and Mr. Bunzey — who not only served as my
parent’s dear friend, and husband to my mother’s best friend of thirty
years, but also as a local judge — notarized the documents Denny and I
were churning out.
When Denny took a break, I called the few people I decided
needed to know that I would be staying home a bit longer than expected.
One of my roommates; one of my best friends, who I asked to tell the other;
and Nate, who I worked with on the Student Voice and was expecting my
help on a project the next day.
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I wasn’t going back to school until the long weekend was
over. Instead I would stay home — a home that sat silent with my oncejovial mother immobile in bed. And when it came time to go back to
Syracuse, it would be for just a day, and then home again for two days,
Syracuse for one, and then back home for the weekend. Sarah or I had to
be home at all times, and we constructed a schedule so we could share
the responsibilities. Auntie M, Aunt Judy, Mrs. and Mr. Bunzey, and a
couple other neighbors offered to chip in, taking “shifts,” but Sarah and I
knew we couldn’t be away. We couldn’t leave it all to our father, whose
spirit was breaking before our eyes, Mrs. Bunzey, or our aunts who did
not have the physical strength to support Mom’s body on the trips to the
bathroom.
I would do my homework in the rocking chair next to her bed,
and would try to make her smile during her ever-more scarce waking
hours.
Once night I rejoiced as she listened and understood me long
enough to partake in my silliness.
“The Sound of Music is on, Mom,” I said, hoping she would either
give me the go-ahead to flick on one of my favorite movies, or stay silent
so I could interpret her consent. I think she was about to do the latter
when I started singing, “High on a hill was a lonely goatherd. Lay ee odl
lay ee odl lay—”
And then Mom sounded out, “Hee hoo!”
A smile took over my whole face as I attempted to see if she
would do it again. “Lay ee odl lay ee odl lay—”
“Hee hoo!” she chimed back.
I yelled to Dad and Sarah to come quickly. “You’ll never guess
what she’s doing,” I yelled triumphantly through my giggles. Yodeling
served as a reprieve from the dreary world Mom and I were fighting
through in those last days, as would the moments when I would glance
over my left shoulder, to the place where Mom’s water had broken
twenty-one-and-a-half years before, and I had arrived in my usual hurry
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on the floor.
The yodeling stopped after a few days, despite my best efforts.
There was a bed pan now, and taking care of Mom meant wiping her,
feeding her tiny bits of cantaloupe, begging her to drink water from the
bright green bendy straw, and sleeping close enough to her to be able to
hear if she needed me in the middle of the night. It meant I would ball
up a couple shirts and sweaters at night to hold onto in place of my teddy
bear, whom I had given Mom to sleep with.
It meant a strict pill regimen, and learning how to administer
painkillers from a syringe. My life went on in two-hour increments. Two
hours between these pills, four between those, six for the others, and a
dose of morphine when she looked like she was in pain. A two-hour
drive to Syracuse and back again, never missing a class, or letting anyone
other than the tiniest circle of people know what was happening in my
life. Two hour time slots between the alarm clock going off for more
drugs.
My eyes were too dry to cry any more, even if I could actually
find the strength to admit a moment of weakness and try to let a tear roll
down my face. They were red where they should be white, and gray
were they usually looked blue. My skin was pale, and my mothers was
ashen. What had happened to the Gordon Girls? And would we ever
find ourselves again?

Lilies
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I choke at the smell of lilies. To me it’s the scent of illness — the
scent of death. It’s the heavy aroma that filled the room as I sat on my old
toy chest, resting my weary body on its green lid, and held my mother’s
hand as she took her last breath. My throat tightens as the smell wafts
toward me, and I can feel the heavy rain pounding against my body as I
run through the tempest storm, praying I will make it home in time.
I was walking across the quad when I hit the send button on
my phone and re-dialed my father after having to ignore his call in my
previous class. Something about his voice was different as he spoke. It
was soft, questioning, and hesitant, and I felt my knees tremble a bit,
finding a ledge to sit on so I could continue our conversation. The rain
hadn’t started yet and I felt the importance of the call in the depths of my
soul, even though Dad refrained from telling me just how bad things had
gotten in the twenty-four hours since I had returned to school.
Her stomach is swollen, he told me, and the nurses said this
was probably due to organ failure. She hadn’t spoken all day, and in fact
hadn’t said a word since she teased Auntie M about her recent retirement.
But don’t rush home, Margaret. Go to class, be a good girl, and get home
when you can.
He was lying, and I knew it. Class be damned, I wasn’t going
to stay in Syracuse another minute, not when my mother needed me in
Knox.
I knew what I had to do.
The sinking feeling in my gut propelled me through the atrium
of the library as I made my way to my women’s studies class where
Kayleigh was already seated and the instructor was preparing to begin.
After five seconds of eye contact, dear Kayleigh rushed me out of the
room, sensing my emotional turbulence. And that’s when the tears
began.
She knew. She always knew. And she told me to leave, to
fly away home and be where I was needed, not to worry about class,
about women’s studies, or about anything other than being there for my
mother.
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I have to be there.
It was the one promise I knew my mother would never let me
break. And in that moment I felt all her emotions and passion surge
through me. I felt the tears she shed over the passing of her own mother
during her second year of college, and the self-contempt she had carried
throughout her life for missing her mom’s final moments. Mom wouldn’t
let that happen to me and I knew it. She would never let me feel the pain,
hatred, and constant questioning she had endured after arriving too late
to pay one last visit to her mother.
I was standing outside the library again before I could even
digest the situation properly. And before I knew it, I was running.
My hand trembled as I touched my finger to my face, attempting
to wipe my wet hair away from my eyes as I stood on the corner of my
block, waiting for traffic to clear so I could dodge across the street. I
looked left, and right, and left again, but cars were flying through the
pouring rain, and my heart beat so quickly, so powerfully, that I thought
I would collapse at any second.
I clutched my leather bag tighter to my chest, hoping to protect
it from the weather, though it, like me, was soaked through. After a
never-ending moment, I threw myself through a gap in traffic, galloping
toward the sidewalk, and under the protection of a tall maple tree. I
could start running again.
I charged down the street, pausing for only a second to pluck a
leaf from the tree, a habit I played out every day of my life. Leaf in hand,
and twirling it ferociously, I pushed through the rain to my house — the
very last on the street. My flip-flops attempted to leave the mission as
they battled the ground water, which wet my pants almost to my knee.
My eyes darted frantically, shooting in every direction as a
myriad of thoughts raced through my brain. My finger was back on my
face again, as my other hand clutched my bag, jostling from my speed,
and dropped the green leaf into a puddle, rippling in the wake I left
behind. My chest tightened, a lump in my throat pushed downward, as
though I was trying to suffocate myself, and though it felt no different
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than the rainwater barreling down my cheeks, I suddenly sensed I was
crying.
Just get home. Get home now.
The temperature had dropped several degrees in the last few
minutes, but I felt my cheeks grow warm, and knew the blood had risen
to the surface. Anyone who saw my Irish face would know I was upset.
How I hoped my house was empty. How I hoped no one would see me
shed a tear. But how desperately I needed to be held, hugged, and kissed
— the way a mother would hold, hug, and kiss her youngest daughter, a
feeling I knew I would never experience again.
Safely under the protection of my porch roof, I frantically
searched for my keys in my bag as I jetted up the stairs to my front door.
The outside door was locked, and after two attempts to open it with
trembling hands, I was in the vestibule, ready to try the second door.
My hand missed the keyhole, the key sliding around on the bronze lock,
trying to find its way inside its custom-tailored slit so I could unlock the
door, turn the knob, and propel myself upstairs to my room.
But the moment I finally made my way into the living room of
874 Ackerman Avenue, I stood still like a statue, afraid to move, afraid to
climb the stairs to my room, and afraid of what the rest of my evening
would hold. I attempted to gather my thoughts, collect myself, and
breathe rhythmically before I threw myself toward the staircase and up
to my room.
I’m not ready.
I searched through my closet, desperately combing through the
hangers, pushing them to the left, and then back to the right, trying to pull
out anything that could be useful to me for the next  how long would
I be gone for this time? — two weeks. My mind left me as I grabbed
clumps of clothes and shoved them carelessly into a giant blue duffle
bag. Every black article of clothing I owned was among the loot I shoved
and packed into the corners of the bag, along with all my freshly washed
socks and underwear from the day before.
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A straightening iron, my make up, jackets and all my black
shoes found their way into the bag, and were jammed into a separate
purse when the duffle swelled past its breaking point. I glanced over to
my bed, ready to grab Rosie for another trip home before realizing that I
had left Rosie with Mom.
I was packed in record time, and though I had rushed through
the process, hoping to make it home as soon as possible, my feet grew
into the floor and my body refused to move. As long as I was standing
there in that spot, none of this was real. I didn’t have to see it, and I
could pretend — just for a moment — that my life was simple. How I
wished I could have stayed there, on the third floorboard from my closet
for eternity, never moving, stuck like a statue in an untouched moment
of time, just waiting.
But I couldn’t make my mother wait any longer.
Before I knew it, I was sitting in the familiar driver’s seat of my
purple sedan, playing road warrior as I sped toward the Thruway.
Grandma, I pleaded, I’ve never asked you for anything before. Just
please, please help me get home in time. Don’t let me miss her like she missed
you.
As I drove down the familiar highway I could almost feel my
mother inside me as I imagined her trip through the same stretch of road
when she and Uncle Bud made their own mad dash from Rochester to
Albany during a December snowstorm. They had been pulled over
by the police, I remember my mother telling me, and warned that the
weather was too severe, the Thruway was closing, and they should find
safe harbor for the night.
I thought of Mom and Uncle Bud in the car, and the way his
blue eyes, the same ones that lit up mine and my mother’s faces, must
have turned gray with emotion as he told the police officer they would
not turn around. A smile crept across my face as I silently dared a cop to
pull me over that evening.
I was ninety miles into the trip when my sister called me, asking
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if I was planning on coming home that night. She was in mom’s bedroom
with Aunt Judy, talking on the white cordless phone that sat on Dad’s
nightstand.
“I’m just about to get off the Thruway,” I told her. “I’ll be home
in about forty-five minutes.”
Sarah relayed the message to Mom, who showed no sign of
hearing or understanding her elder daughter. But Mom held on.
It was 8:15 when I thrust my car violently in to park in our
driveway and bolted across the muddy lawn in my sweatpants and
sweatshirt, my hair still a tangled mess from my run home. I was on
the porch and through the door in three giant leaps, and raced upstairs
to Mom and Dad’s room where Sarah and Aunt Judy were sitting by the
bed.
“Look who’s here,” Aunt Judy said. “It’s Margie.”
Nothing. Mom made no response, and I knew my worst fears
were coming true. I greeted my older sister and my mother’s older sister
as I walked into the room, carefully inspecting the situation. After a short
moment, the two women told me they were on their way downstairs so I
could be alone with my mother.
And the lilies wafted toward me as I side-stepped around the
bed, cautiously finding the lid of the toy chest. I grabbed her hand with
mine and moved Rosie closer to her face, hoping she would feel the love
she always told me lived inside my precious teddy bear.
“I love you.”
Those were the only words I could think to say in that moment.
The only message I really had to relay to her. As the reality of the situation
set in, and I realized this could very well be the last opportunity I’d ever
have to tell my mom all the things I wanted her to hear — if she could
even hear me — I thought of other things to tell her.
“Thank you.”
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I thanked her for everything she’d given me, and all the
opportunities she’d provided me with. A girl like me, I told her, a girl
from Knox, New York, shouldn’t have had all the opportunities I’d had.
A girl like me shouldn’t have been able to go to her top choice school,
travel to London to visit her best friend, and live in Washington, D.C. for
a summer as she chased her dream.
A girl like me could never do those things without a mother
who loved her and dedicated her life to making sure her daughter had all
the chances she had wanted as a child.
I promised her that though I was nothing to the world at that
moment in time, I would be something some day. I would make all her
sacrifice and all her planning worthwhile. I promised not to squander
away everything she had worked so hard for, to use the love she’d given
me and the lessons she’d taught me in a positive way, and to make sure
I gave my daughter just a little bit more than she and Dad gave me,
continuing the line of strong women aiming high.
I cried as I told her I would be nothing without her, kissed her
swollen hand, and promised to live my life in a way that would always
make her proud.
“Oh Mommy, I love you.”
And then I saw it. The oxygen tank was heaving as it breathed
for my mother, and I saw her chest struggle to keep up. My eyes darted
from the machine to my mother, and back to the machine again.
“Mom?” I asked. “Mom, are you okay?”
I knew she wasn’t going to answer. But I knew what the answer
was. And before I could force my mind to make another thought, I turned
my eyes toward the ceiling.
“Jesus?” I asked. “Jesus, please take her. She doesn’t deserve
this. Please take my mommy with you now so she can be happy again.”
And just like that, I felt her leave. I was alone in the room again,

74

with nothing but my mother’s body, which I still held onto desperately
with both hands.
I sat still in shock for a moment, before lowering my head to her
chest. No. There was no heartbeat. My hand moved from hers to her
wrist. No pulse.
There, in the very room my mother had given birth to me,
watching my own life begin, I had held her as I watched hers end. As I
opened my mouth to take a deep breath and call for my sister and aunt, I
choked on a mouthful of the lilies’ fragrance, unable to yell to them.
Then I let out the emotionless call. “Sarah? Aunt Judy? I think
you should come upstairs.”

Pink Nail Polish
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It’s 7:30 in the morning, and though I have never truly been a
morning person, the idea of living through this day is somehow worse
than any other. I’m not a cynic, in fact I believe that love is one of the
only human values that can really propel us through life. So why is it that
Valentine’s Day is making me so uneasy?
I go through the motions of getting ready. I straighten my hair,
though not as meticulously as usual, and put on my make up and the
sweater Mrs. Bunzey bought me for Christmas. I smile as I think of Mrs.
Bunzey, from whom I had received a card only the day before with a
note telling me she hopes my wisdom teeth are better and that I’m not
too busy.
Too busy, I think with a laugh, as my mind goes over the
eighteen bullets I had written down on my to-do list. I will be spending
Valentine’s Day at Bird Library before jetting off to work at six o’clock.
Kayleigh and Kim are both awake and excited for the day.
Kayleigh’s boyfriend is coming into town and she has rented them a hotel
room. Kim is still unsure where she stands with the man in her life, and
whether Valentine’s Day will be just another day for her, but she smiles
and hands me a card as Kayleigh hands me a box of candy.
I have no excuse not to be as excited as them. I’m not in a
relationship, but I’m also not at a point in my life where I want to be.
I’m not going to chalk this bit of apathy to the fact that I am likely to
be celebrating the holiday at Aeropostale tonight, folding clothes and
straightening hangers. Despite the fact that I can’t pinpoint the reason,
I am short and sharp toward my two roommates, and space out during
my 8:30 class.
I notice that I miss a call from my father while I’m sitting through
class, and as soon as I am dismissed, my fingers hit the keypad on my
pink RAZR, dialing our home phone number.
Dad wants to talk about the e-mail I sent him the night before,
catch up on what’s been going on in my life, and wish me a happy
Valentine’s Day. And that’s when it happens. I feel the ping, as though
a guitar string snapped in half and ricocheted onto my chest, and I know
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why I cannot find my balance on this day.
Mom.
I haven’t woken up to my mother’s face on Valentine’s Day
since my freshman year of college, when I went home for the holiday
too see my then-boyfriend. But I could always count on a card, candy,
twenty-dollar bill, and a wake-up phone call that would end with an “I
love you.” And every Valentine’s morning, there were two cards waiting
on the blue countertop in the kitchen, one from Dad to his “Blushing
Bride,” and one from Mom to her “Hubby.”
Dad’s voice is weak and shaky at times as he tells me it’s a
hard day for him to deal with. I offer him consolation, listening to the
lonely tone of his voice as he tells me, his youngest daughter, that he isn’t
having an easy time. I disguise the fact that I want to reach through the
phone and hug him, clinging to and crumpling the shirt fabric on the
top of his left shoulder with my right fist, and burying my head into his
chest to release a swarm of ferocious tears. Instead I tell him I am there
for him, that it will be okay, and that “there is no remedy or recipe for
these things.”
I say the things I am supposed to say, show the emotion and
support I think I am supposed to show, and swallow the tears and
the lump in my throat that I want so desperately to let fly out into the
atmosphere. As I tell my father I am there for him, I can’t help but wish
I were physically there with him, and as I make my way to the fifth floor
of the library where I have come to spend all my time, and regard as a
haven away from the hustle and bustle of familiar faces, I duck into the
bathroom to allow time for a quick trickle of tears down my cheek.
It’s going to be a rough day.
But that’s just the beginning. My computer crashes, refusing to
log onto the Internet, and I have to rush to another building on campus
for help. I discover that I left my computer cord on my couch fifteen
minutes away, and have to find a quick ride home to fetch it before I can
begin my daily tasks, two hours after I had originally planned.
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Sarah calls, and as I hear my sister’s voice flow from the receiver
into my ear, I feel myself become submerged in emotion, as though I was
falling backward into a pile of fresh snow to make a snow angel of tears.
She asks me how I am and as the tears begin flowing, I find it impossible
to answer coherently. I can tell she is confused, partially because she
cannot understand the words I am attempting to form, partially because
she doesn’t understand what would trigger this kind of emotion from
me, and partially because she knows comforting me when I finally admit
to being upset is near impossible. It’s a skill she and Dad have not yet
perfected — neither had Mom, to tell the truth, though I think she was a
bit better and I know that if I could see her face for one shining moment
on this day, my heart would be satiated and I could stop the barrage
of tears. I myself am still unsure about my own emotions, and as I sit
here writing this, I still cannot make my heart slow down, my hands
stay steady, or my chest from feeling as though I am wearing my bra two
notches too tight.
“I can’t do this any more,” is all I can say to her, and I repeat it
over and over.
“Do what?” she asks, unsure of what exactly it is I’m trying to
do, and how she can help me figure out a way to overcome it.
“I can’t be here,” I am finally able to respond with between
uncontrolled gasps for air. I am walking down Walnut Avenue now, and
strangers stare as I cry into my phone, probably thinking I am bitterly
unhappy about the romantic holiday, unaware of the fact that Valentine’s
Day has brought me to realize just how broken my heart is from another
kind of love.
After a couple minutes I tell my sister I simply can’t talk. I don’t
want to. As usual, I am shutting down my emotions, refusing to let them
escape into a public realm, refusing to show the vulnerability that fills my
entire body. It’s best, I decide, to get off the phone before I break down
completely and lose my motivation to accomplish the dozen-and-a-half
things I need to achieve today. So I hang up the phone and sit quietly in
the passenger seat of my own car as Kayleigh drives me home quickly to
retrieve my power cord so I can return to my tower of isolation in Bird
Library for another few hours.
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Kayleigh doesn’t understand that I don’t want to talk, and seems
upset by the cold shoulder I give her, and the refusal to take her advice.
“You don’t understand,” I tell her, and though I usually let her slide, and
allow her to roll out her recommendations, I ask her to just stop and let
me think in silence. That’s all I want, just to be alone.
She is angered by this, and I can tell she’s a bit hurt too. I can’t
help but empathize with this feeling — after all, all I want to do is comfort
my father at that moment, and I know how it feels to feel as though you’re
helpless when someone you care about needs you. But the truth is that
she doesn’t understand what I’m trying to tell her, or the fact that I truly
do just want to be in silence, to be in solitude, that this request is not
simply a demand for more attention or consolation, but a plea to be left
alone in my own world.
After a couple moments, she tries to strike up conversation again,
pointing out the neon pink nail polish she had applied that morning, and
how harshly it clashes with her red dress. I laugh a bit as she complains
about just how ugly the polish is, and tells me she doesn’t know what
was going through her mind when she decided to paint it on.
I smile. “My mom would have loved that color,” I said out loud,
though I didn’t want to think about Mom at the moment.
Kayleigh looked at me quizzically. That color, she knew well
enough, was not something characteristic of my mother. So I explained
to her the one cosmetic contradiction Mom had, and I felt the corners of
my mouth reluctantly twitch upward as I reminisced about Mom’s nail
polish.
She started wearing it after she lost her hair, I explained. It all
started when she was checking out at the grocery store one night, and
the bagger called her “Sir.” I had never seen my mother upset about
her apperance before, and I had certainly never seen her without her
trademark confidence.
The next day when she left the house, she was sporting the
brightest, tackiest pink nail polish I had ever seen, a shade I would never
dream of wearing, though I keep bottles of it stashed away in my room
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to remind me of her, her swollen hands, and her long, Barbie-pink nails.
From that time on, Mom was compulsive about her nails, and would
often have them done with Mrs. Bunzey, who employed her daughter,
Kendall, as the chief manicurist of her and her friends.
Kendall would do Mom’s nails for her, and even her feet, since
I have a terrible time keeping my hands steady and still haven’t figured
out how to take care of my own nails.
Keeping my hands steady, that’s not so easy right now either. As
I think about Mom and her nail polish, it helps me feel a little better about
the bra-too-tight feeling and hand shaking as I type on my Macintosh.
But while “remembering the good times” or even the strange little quirks
she had are the remedies my friends suggest when I seek solace for the
aching emptiness inside my chest, I can’t help but think of the cookiecutter words I provided to my father today.
“There is no remedy or recipe for these things.”
There’s no epiphany here for me today, and while my hands
will soon finish typing this short account of the blind-siding attack I lived
through today, I won’t reach a conclusion. I’ll be okay for a couple days
again, and then I will see a mother and daughter bickering about tooshort shorts at work, or watch an episode of Gilmore Girls that reminds
me of her, or wake up on my birthday to an empty mailbox, and I will
fall to pieces again.
If there’s one thing I’ve learned in the last five months and three
days, it’s that life and grief are not linear. I’m stuck in a circle. I will
never stop riding this carousel, and I can’t escape the painted ponies,
bucking and swinging, reminding me of a time when life was simple and
full of laughter, reminding me of the tiny moments I took for granted,
and the lengths I would go to for just one hug.
This won’t end. Not this Valentine’s Day, and probably not next
year either. And one morning in mid February, years from now, as I sit on
the edge of my own daughter’s bed, waiting to sweep her bangs from her
forehead and wake her with a card and candy hearts, I will feel this pain
rush back again, as though it were my first motherless year.

Afterword:
A Research Statement
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Form —
First I gathered the quilt pieces. There was the one about Mom on the
tractor; the one about her favorite pair of shorts; the one when she took her fall on
the first of September; the one where I talked about Auntie M’s beauty routine in
comparison to my mother’s, and several more.
I had them all in their entirety before I really thought about the way I
would stitch them together and form the quilt. Some were strong, as though they
were made of thick, durable denim, while others were a bit flimsy, like pieces
of old night gowns, carefully ripped away from the rest of their garments to be
included in my quilt. There were happy pieces that reminded me of my mother’s
smile, adding bright colors to the final product, and pieces of despair that bringing
in the blues and grays.
The quilt ended up being everything and nothing that I expected. As
someone who has not attempted a quilting project since I was in the third grade,
learning to stitch with my Girl Scout troop in a damp basement, I knew the pieces
would not fit together perfectly. As a writer, I prayed my emotions and words
would help overcome my quilting inabilities, and I could use creative writing as a
way to weave this project together.
As I suspected, the hemstitch proved to be the most difficult. When
I sewed doll costumes as a child, the hem was the one part my mother would
always have to help me with. I was impatient with it — the last step of a long
and complicated process. For this quilt, the hemstitch came about after months of
work, trapped on the fifth floor of the library, endlessly writing, second-guessing,
editing, deleting, and re-writing the quilt pieces.
After so much work — more emotion and effort than I had ever put into
any other story or textile — I wanted it out of my hands as quickly as possible. I
wanted to rush, and finish the project. At the same time, I wanted it to be perfect,
as perfect as a 22-year-old aspiring-writer/quilter could ever hope for her finished
product to be.
The finishing touches? Well, the research statement is one of them. After
all, I could not write about the form of this memoir, without having finished all the
necessary pre-requisites and deciding on the intricacies of the form. Here I am,
hemming, praying I don’t ruin everything I have worked so long and diligently
on.
While the form of this book has become a quilt in my mind, it is also
a story. At first, I sought to write a memoir, before investigating the genre. In

83

the book Reading Autobiography: A Guide for Interpreting Life Narratives, Sidonie
Smith and Julia Watson identify more than fifty types of life narratives. In their
definition of memoir, they write, “a memoir directs attention more toward the lives
and actions of others than to the narrator” (Smith and Watson 198). While my
original vision was to write mostly about my mother, focusing more on her than
on myself, I noticed that I could not claim to know the emotions she felt, since I
could not ask her. I felt it would be improper and assuming to consider myself an
expert on my mother, since I still do not know many of her own stories.
I thought next about creating an “auto/biography,” which Smith and
Watson define as “a mode of the autobiographical that inserts biography/ies
within an autobiography, or the converse, a personal narrative within a biography”
(Smith and Watson 184). While this seemed tempting, the auto/biography did not
seem to focus a great deal of attention on the relationship between the subject of
the personal narrative and the subject of the biography. Because of this, I decided I
would write a “relational autobiography” (Smith and Watson 201), which examines
one person’s own story in relation to the systems and people that surround her. I
had found my genre.
Beyond finding a genre, there are grammar rules, tenses, and other
conventions I had to decide upon using. For example, while writing this memoir, I
used serial commas. Throughout my training in the journalism field, I was taught
to avoid these commas in newspaper writing, while the magazines I have worked
with often encouraged me to use them. Since I was allowed a lot more freedom
with most my magazine experiences, I decided it was a slightly more empowering
environment. Therefore, to me, serial commas became a symbol of breaking a
cardinal rule, and being free; an idea that was essential to the writing process of
this memoir. It was the same process that helped me decide to change other minute
details, like writing out all numbers, instead of using numerals for numbers greater
than or equal to ten, breaking another important rule in newspaper journalism.
I used white space to convey emptiness throughout this book. Emptiness
could mean silence in some places, a feeling of hunger or incompleteness in others,
and loss in still other places. And while there is plenty of white space, in the form
of large margins and breaks between the quilt pieces, there is no denying there are
a lot of words in this project.
These words are me: breaking the silence. For the first time in my life,
this project has given me the agency to write candidly about my childhood, the
moments that shaped who I am, and the ways I loved and hated my mother. I tell
the story of my battle with food in the most honest and unadulterated way I could
have ever imagined. I admit to crying repeatedly in this memoir, something my
friends know I would never own up to voluntarily. I discuss my weaknesses, and
become truly vulnerable.
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The words on these pages are my story, and my mother’s story. They
are my own declaration of feminism. Every word and space I use was chosen for
a reason: to make the best version of a quilt I could ever offer. And to make my
mother proud. After all, like Ryan told me that day from across the picnic table,
she will see this project.
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Control —
Throughout this book, I talk about issues of control and the battle for
perfection both explicitly and implicitly. It is a central theme throughout this
memoir, as well as in my real life and the relationship I shared with my mother.
Feminist philosopher Susan Bordo writes about issues of control in their
relation to the female body, specifically that anorexia nervosa is a disease that
centers on the fight for control.
“The anorexic, typically, experiences her life as well as her hungers as
being out of control” (Bordo 96). Bordo asserts that the anorexic seeks to regain
control through her body, the one thing that is always hers.
“There is the same emphasis on control, on feeling one’s life to be
fundamentally out of control, and on the feeling of accomplishment derived from
total mastery of the body” (Bordo 99). She claims this pleasure comes from two
places: the reassurance of championing the body and knowing one can overcome
physical obstacles, and the thrill of control.
Another feminist philosopher, Abra Fortune Chernik, writes,
“Controlling my body yielded an illusion of control over myself” (Chernik 141).
This is the exact feeling that catapulted me into a world of disordered eating.
Ironically, it was the fight for control in my case that led to a spiraling out of
control. I went from consciously having the ability to restrict my eating, choosing
to forgo meals and snacks, to being stuck in an addictive cycle of emptiness. I
couldn’t eat if I tried. My body was held hostage by the very disease that had
offered me autonomy in the first place.
Feminist philosopher Donna Haraway writes about the separation of
self and body. In her essay, A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and SocialistFeminism in the Late Twentieth Century, Haraway discusses the ways women have
been separated from their own emotions, and the important role science plays in
this disjunction.
Science took our bodies away from us, and turned them into something
else. They are no longer ours, instead, they are simply a craft, carrying us through
life. According to science, any undesirable aspects of our life are not our fault, or
the fault of society; we are predetermined to have these conditions. In her essay,
Haraway writes, “A Cyborg is a cybernetic organism, a hybrid of machine and
organism, a creature of social reality as well as a creature of fiction” (Haraway 149).
If women are cyborgs, they are stuck between the abstract and concrete worlds.
They are simply trying to find the space between where they can live safely and
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securely as human beings, where they can find a home.
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Home —
Home is another theme that runs throughout this memoir, tying
together the ideas of safety, security and love. My home has always been the tiny
farmhouse at 144 Beebe Road, the very house where my father delivered me, and
my life began.
One of the hardest parts of my junior and senior years of college was
coming to terms with the fact that this house was no longer a home for me. When
I returned home for Thanksgiving break during my junior year, my mother told
Sarah and I that she had been diagnosed with cancer again. I remember crawling
into a ball, hiding in my closet, and calling my best friend Kayleigh as I cried into
the phone.
The next time I would come home would be for my grandmother’s
funeral, then to surprise my mother for her birthday, and Easter, and back again
for a couple weeks before moving to Washington, D.C. for the summer. The very
night I returned home from Washington, Mom told my sister and I that the doctors
had run out of hope, and she couldn’t lie to the two of us any more; Mom was
dying.
And as much as I wanted to be home every moment, and be with my
mother, I couldn’t help but feel queasy every time I pictured the kitchen table
where this announcement was made, or the couch where she had confessed her
initial illness just after my seventeenth birthday. I couldn’t stand the thought of
breathing in another lily, or seeing a tray of cookies from the neighbors on our
countertop.
When my mother passed, I felt as though my home had vanished into
the sky, and I avoided the house that had brought me heartbreak at every visit. I
came home for Dad’s election, holidays, and when I had to have my wisdom teeth
taken out, but it hurt too much to come home on a whim.
I have a love-hate relationship with our family farm. While I recognize
the importance 144 Beebe has played in my life, I have spent the last year trying to
separate myself from the place that has brought me so much pain. I have recently
admitted to myself that this home is no longer my home at all. Instead it is a place
that once belonged to me, something I must let go of, while allowing it to live in
my memories.
Chandra Talpade Mohanty and Biddy Martin wrote What’s Home Got To
Do With It, which touches on the struggles with home. In this essay, Martin and
Mohanty write, “‘Being home’ refers to the place where one lives within familiar,
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safe, protected boundaries; ‘not being home’ is a matter of realizing that home
was an illusion of coherence and safety based on the exclusion of specific histories
of oppression and resistance, the repression of differences even within oneself”
(Martin and Mohanty 522). Home is not about a geographical location, but about
a feeling of safety and security.
In this passage, the authors write about the realization of “not being
home,” the moment when I finally realized that home was not always a wonderful
place, and that it sometimes caused me pain. In these moments, I denounced
this “home,” claiming it could not be mine. But then, I realized, I had become
homeless, like a seed floating in the wind, in search of a piece of soil where I could
take root and make a home again.
As Mohanty points out, home does not have to be a physical location
where I can lay down roots. In her essay, Crafting Feminist Genealogies: On the
Geography and Politics of Home, Nation, and Community, she asks, “What is home?
The place I was born? Where I grew up? Where my parents live? Where I live
and work as an adult? Where I locate my community, my people? Who are ‘my
people’? Is home a geographical space, a historical space, an emotional space,
sensory space?” (Mohanty 487).
Home for me, over the past six months, since I began crafting this
memoir has been an emotional space. I have found home through this “quilt,”
which, as I wrote in my introduction, has come to serve as a sort of safety blanket,
and a reminder of all the love I felt through my mother, and the love I continue to
feel through my father, sister, aunts, and friends.
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Social Construction —
My father, sister, aunts, and friends all play significant roles in my life
now, and while I focus mainly on my mother throughout this memoir, all the other
people in my life have also served to mold me into the woman I am still in the
process of becoming.
In this memoir, I write about the ways my mother shaped what I thought
it meant to be a woman. She influenced my ideas about beauty by abstaining from
the use of make up, but still focusing energy on the size of her body. She shaped
my sexuality when she told me “It’s okay to hold hands, but good girls won’t do
any more,” after I announced I had my first boyfriend in the eighth grade.
There are several small moments throughout the formative years of my
life, many of which are discussed in this book, and many more that are left in
my memories, where my mother constructed what it means to be a woman. As
Simone deBeauvoir wrote in her 1952 book, The Second Sex, “one is not born a
woman, but, rather becomes one.”
The idea of the social construction of femininity is more like a doctrine in
my life. I truly believe that my “womanhood” was molded by my experiences and
surroundings. This is not to say that I blindly accepted and adopted my mother’s
ideas about femininity. In Maria Lugones’s essay Playfulness, “World”-Traveling,
And Loving Perception, she writes about the issues of accepting and rejecting one’s
mother, and the ways it is possible to love and respect your mother, while still
questioning her beliefs and finding your own avenues to explore what it means
to be a woman.
“I saw us as beings of quite a different sort. It
involved an abandoning of my mother while I longed not
to abandon her. I wanted to love my mother, though, given
what I was taught, ‘love’ could not be what I longed for.
I was disturbed by my not wanting to be what she
was. I had a sense of not being quite integrates, my self was
missing because I could not identify with her, I could not see
myself in her, I could not welcome her world. I saw myself
as separate from her, a different sort of being, not quite of the
same species” (Lugones 71).
This piece discussed the ways it is possible to accept and reject one’s
mother at the same time, and to regard one’s mother with a loving, instead of
arrogant, perception. This taught me that it was normal to reject some of my
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mother’s notions, and that I could still love and appreciate her, instead of viewing
her as a somewhat pre-historic or less-worthy woman for her seemingly arcane
ideas about beauty and femininity.
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Beauty and Commodity—
When I first planned this project, I did not expect it so be so heavily
rooted in issues about beauty, or to title chapters with various inanimate objects and
commodities, such as my mother’s black shorts or an icky green pill. As it turned
out, I have two chapters dedicated to issues of thinness and another written about
makeup, and the ways my ideas of beauty were shaped by my mother ignoring
the normalized standards of beauty in our societies.
Susan Willis writes “we all make meanings with the commodities we
use and bestow” (Willis 136). This seems materialistic on the surface, but I have
found through writing this book, that using commodities to define our lives does
not always have to be indicate a lack of depth in our lives. For me, my teddy bear
is a symbol of love. While it is a material object, and cannot literally hug me back
as I clutch it in the moments before I fall asleep at night, it offers me a feeling of
safety, protection, and love as the last gift I received from my grandfather before
he passed away seventeen years ago.
The black shorts my mother wore all-too-often serve as a reminder of
her carefree nature. They would wrap around her waist as she lounged in her
favorite chair during her down time. They, like her, were unassuming, and she
was not ashamed of the way they frayed at the seams. These shorts were aged,
casual, and had traveled throughout the country. They were my mother’s second
soul mate.
While there are some commodities I have experienced in a positive way
throughout my life, there are other commodities that have complicated my life. In
one chapter, I focus on beauty in its relation to commodities. Make up, hair driers,
and hair dye are just some of the commodities I used to rebel against my mother’s
natural approach to her own appearance. I thought that eyeliner, mascara, and a
hair straightener could turn me into a “real” woman, an idea that is perpetuated
in our society. As Willis writes in A Primer for Every Day Life, “when gender is
assimilated to the commodity, it is conceived as something fixed and frozen: a
number of sexually defined attributes that denote either masculinity or femininity
on the supermarket shelf of gender possibilities” (Willis 23).
I was using — and still am using — make up and hair products to
fit within a society that does not allow women much room to deviate from the
norm. With my straight hair and carefully defined eyes and cheekbones, I can
camouflage myself. If there is nothing about me that sticks out, there is nothing
about me that is wrong — I am a correctly constructed woman, according to our
society. As Friga Haug writes in her book Female Sexualization: A Collective Work of
Memory, “in the desire to be like others, there is also a search for security, a desire
to be inconspicuous” (Haug 103).
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Imagine looking at a line up of young women, all terribly similar. What
eyes are these that stare at these women? It is a critical eye, one that “projects its
fantasy onto the female figure, which is styled accordingly” (Mulvey 442). This
gaze is the exact gaze that is used to judge women, and keep them in line with the
normalized standards of beauty in our society; it is the “male gaze.”
The body I have constructed through the use of commodities is an
internalization of these standards. As John Berger writes in Ways of Seeing, “This .
. . is not, however, an expression of her own feelings; it is a sign of the submission
to her owner’s feelings or demands” (Berger 52). What Berger means in this
statement is that I see the way women look through advertisements, television,
movies, runway shows, and even the “normal” women I walk past on my way
to class. After seeing the way these women have used beauty rules to fit into the
beauty norm — in a white, middle-class, male-dominated society — I adopt these
ideas as my own, becoming subordinate to the rules this norm has set for me.
“Don’t eat too much, don’t talk too loudly, don’t take up too much space,
don’t take from the world. Be pleasant or crazy, but don’t seem hungry” (Chernik
143). These are the rules in our society, according to Abra Fortune Chernik’s essay
The Body Politic. Women are kept small for a reason in our society. When women
are small, huddled into themselves, and shrinking away, it makes men seem bigger
by comparison.
This is shown in advertisements across western culture, according to
Jean Kilbourne, the author of The More You Subtract, the More You Add. She writes,
“some argue that it is men’s awareness of just how powerful women can be that
has created attempts to keep women small” (Kilbourne 136). It is a power issue.
So why would a young feminist internalize all these horrible messages,
meant to control her, as she frantically searched to regain control of her own life?
I can honestly say I don’t know. Though I fight to be strong, to remain in control,
and attain the closest form of perfection I can reach to with my fingertips, I have
found myself sucked into the beauty and body vortex on more than one occasion.
While I cannot offer a solid excuse for the ways I allow myself to fall in line with
the normalized beauty rules in our society, Kilbourne offers one reason that men
and women allow these standards to carry on: “Real freedom for women would
change the very basis of our male-dominated society. It is not surprising that
many men (and women, to be sure) fear this” (Kilbourne 135).
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